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Introduction 


“On the edge of the cliff”: this image, which Michel de 
Certeau used to describe the work of Michel Foucault,! seems to me 
appropriate for all intellectual approaches having at their heart relations 
between the products of discourse and social practices. Rendering intel- 
ligible practices that are not governed by the laws of the formation of dis- 
courses is a difficult, unstable enterprise poised at the edge of the void. It 
is always threatened by the temptation to do away with all difference 
between heteronomous but nonetheless interconnected forms of logic— 
the ones that organize utterances and the ones that command action and 
behavior. 

That distinction is one of the fundamental themes of this book, which 
pleads the cause of a history capable of inscribing the diverse modalities 
of the discursive construction of the social world within the objective 
constraints that both limit the production of discourse and make it pos- 
sible. To do so this work, a collection of eleven essays that appeared be- 
tween 1986 and 1994, proceeds in a different way than other works of 
mine that have appeared in English and that address a specific historical 
problem—the study of the forms, uses, and effects of print culture in the 
societies of the early modern age, from the sixteenth century to the eigh- 
teenth, in particular in ancien régime France.2 This book departs from re- 
search in the usual sense of the term to concentrate on reading. 

Most of the essays gathered here return to the time-honored genre of 
a conversation with and among the dead. The texts devoted to Michel 
Foucault, Michel de Certeau, Louis Marin, Norbert Elias, and Philippe 
Ariés were all written after their deaths. Frequenting their works has long 


been a major source of inspiration for all (and I count myself among 
them) who have tried, in these past fifteen years, to shift cultural history’s 
lines of questioning and its approaches. When death came to interrupt 
the work of these five authors, it seemed to me necessary and proper to 
acknowledge my debts. 

My goal in proposing this series of readings is neither to construct a 
sociology of the contemporary intellectual field (a task that would require 
other inquiries and other tools) nor to suggest that the authors assembled 
here furnish a homogeneous corpus of notions and perspectives. They 
seldom cite one another (even when, as do Norbert Elias and Philippe 
Ariés, they treat closely related topics), and they differ profoundly both 
in the concepts they treat and in their ways of treating them. Still, read- 
ing their works provided intersecting paths that supported the trajectory 
of a cultural history that, once emancipated from the traditional defini- 
tion of the history of mentalities, came to pay more attention to the modal- 
ities of appropriation than to statistical distributions, more to processes 
for constructing meaning than to the unequal circulation of objects, and 
more to seeing connections among practices and representations than to 
inventorying mental tools. These shifts (one, for example, changed the 
history of the production and diffusion of the book into a history of the 
practices of reading) were based on parallels and comparisons that his- 
torians borrowed from the works of the authors discussed here, all of 
whom “did” history but none of whom was, either by training or by in- 
tellectual practice, an “ordinary” historian. They shared an emphasis on 
the historicity of social forms, intellectual categories, systems of repre- 
sentations, fields of discourse and objects, and the basic structures of per- 
sonality. Hence the centrality of the notion of discontinuity, which for 
Foucault, who had read Nietzsche, meant emergences without origin and 
for Elias meant the succession of differentiated figurations that engender 
one another within a long-term process. It is that radical rupture with all 
forms of projecting to universality categories held to be unvarying—and 
along with them, all the formalistic conceptions identifying structures 
and formulas that are supposed to remain unchanged in very different his- 
torical contexts—that constitutes the fundamental kinship among the au- 
thors whose work is presented and commented on in this book. 

Walking awhile in their company helps us formulate more clearly the 
crisis (or at least the uncertainty) of history often announced today.? The 
optimistic and all-conquering enthusiasm of the “new history” was fol- 
lowed by a time of doubt and interrogation. There are several reasons for 
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such an anxious, often gloomy mood: a loss of confidence in the infalli- 
bility of quantification, an abandonment of the traditional classifications 
(geographical divisions at the head of the list) of historical objects, and— 
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again—a questioning of notions (“mentalities,” “popular culture,” etc.), 
categories (social classes, socioprofessional classifications, etc.), and models 
of interpretation (structuralist, Marxist, demographic, etc.) that had been 
those of triumphant historiography. 

The crisis of history’s intelligibility was felt all the more strongly be- 
cause it occurred just when the number of professional historians and 
their publications had grown immensely. The crisis had two effects. First, 
history lost its position as a federating discipline within the social sci- 
ences. In France, but also in Europe in general, the two successive pro- 
grams of the Annales—the first, in the 1930s, guided by the primacy of 
economic and social history, the second, in the 1970s, identified with his- 
torical anthropology—provided a focus, if not for the unification of the 
science of society that Emile Durkheim’s sociology and Henri Berr’s his- 
torical synthesis had dreamed of at the beginning of this century, at least 
for an interdisciplinary approach with history as its keystone. This is 
hardly the case today. Second, the time of the challenge to accepted ideas 
was also a time of dispersion: all the great historiographical traditions 
lost their unity; they shattered into different and often contradictory prop- 
ositions that produced a multiplicity of objects, methods, and “histories.” 

In the face of the retreat of the great explicative models, a first, strong 
temptation was to return to the archives and to the raw document that 
registers the upwelling of singular instances of speech, which are always 
richer and more complex that what the historian has to say about them. 
By disappearing behind the words of the “other,” the historian attempted 
to escape the posture, inherited from Jules Michelet, that consists, as 
Jacques Ranciére put it, in “the art of making the poor speak by keeping 
them silent, of making them speak as silent people.” 

This attempt to withdraw behind the words of the actors in history— 
words to be read in their intrinsic literality--might seem paradoxical at a 
time when, quite to the contrary, history was inhabited by a demand (at 
times loudly proclaimed) for the historian’s subjectivity, the affirmation 
of the rights of the “I” in historical discourse, and the temptations of ego- 
histoire.’ The contradiction is only apparent. Offering old texts for read- 
ing is not, in Arlette Farge’s words, “recopying reality.” By their choices 
and comparisons, historians assign new meaning to speech pulled out of 
the silence of the archives. “Apprehension of speech responds to an in- 
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terest in reintroducing existences and singularities into historical dis- 
course, in using words to draw scenes that are as many events.” This to- 
tally changed the meaning of the presence of quotation in a historical 
text. No longer the illustration of a regularity established by series and 
measure, henceforth the quotation indicates the irruption of a difference 
and a gap. 

The return to the archives raises a second problem—the relation be- 
tween the categories manipulated by the actors in history and the notions 
put into operation in the process of analysis. A break between the two has 
long seemed the very precondition of scientific discourse about the social 
world. That certainty is no longer acceptable. For one thing, the tradi- 
tional criteria and classifications that long underlay social history (socio- 
professional classification, for instance, or classification by position within 
production relations) have lost their force as evidence. Historians have 
become aware that the categories they manipulated also had a history and 
that social history was necessarily the history of the construction and uses 
of those categories.” For another thing, the habitual hierarchies founded 
on a fixed and univocal conception of professional activity or social in- 
terests seemed to account only poorly for the lability of the relations and 
trajectories that define identities. 

Hence the importance historians have accorded to the categories and 
the lexicon of history’s actors and their emphasis on the interactions and 
networks that show solidarities and antagonisms. Hence also, in the rad- 
ical formulations of the American “linguistic turn,” the dangerous re- 
duction of the social world to a purely discursive construction and to 
pure language games. The challenge to create a new history of societies 
(Italian microstoria could be considered exemplary here) thus consisted 
in finding a necessary articulation between describing the perceptions, 
representations, and rationalities of history’s actors and identifying the 
unconscious interdependencies that both limit and inform the strategies 
of those actors. That articulation makes it possible to bypass the classi- 
cal opposition between subjective singularities and collective determina- 
tions. This is why special attention is given here to the group of notions 
(“figuration, society of individuals”) that enabled 
Norbert Elias to think about the relations between the individual and the 
social world in a new way, detached from the heritage of traditional phi- 
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social habitus, 


losophy. 
Making the connection between objective social properties and their 
internalization in individuals in the form of a social habitus commanding 
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thoughts and actions leads to considering conflicts (or negotiations) among 
groups as struggles among representations in which the stakes are always 
the capacity of the groups or the individuals to ensure recognition of their 
identity.8 The affirmation (or negation) of a community’s social being 
depends on the credit accorded (or refused) the image—the “perceived 
being”—of itself that the community produces. This explains the impor- 
tance of the notion of representation (treated here in relation to the work 
of Louis Marin), a notion that pertains on three levels of reality: first, on 
the level of collective representations that embody, within individuals, the 
divisions of the social world and organize the schemes of perception by 
which individuals classify, judge, and act; second, on the level of forms of 
exhibition and stylization of the identity that those individuals or groups 
hope will be recognized; third, on the level of the delegation to represen- 
tatives (single individuals, institutions, or abstract instances) of the co- 
herence and stability of the identity thus affirmed. 

The history of the construction of social identities thus becomes a his- 
tory of relations of symbolic force. It defines the construction of the social 
world as the success (or failure) of the work that groups perform on them- 
selves—and on others——to transform the objective properties common to 
their members into a “belonging” that is perceived, demonstrated, and 
recognized (or denied). It understands symbolic domination as the process 
by which the dominated accept or reject the identities imposed on them 
with a view to ensuring and perpetuating their subjection. It inscribes 
within the long-term process of the reduction of violence and the con- 
tainment of affect described by Elias the growing importance taken on in 
the modern age by confrontations whose stakes and instruments are sym- 
bolic forms. 

The historians’ return to the archives is part of the broader movement 
of renewed interest in the text. Historians lost much of their timidity (and 
their naiveté) about the canonical texts of their colleagues in neighboring 
disciplines—historians of literature, science, and philosophy—yust as those 
“other” histories were finding new vigor in sociohistorical or contextu- 
alist approaches after the decline of the total domination of structuralist 
and formalist approaches. 

To take only one example, the traditional and dominant postulates in 
the history of philosophy (to wit, the definition of the legitimacy of ques- 
tions and authors based on their relevance for contemporary philosophi- 
cal activity; the existence of a common fund of problems and responses 
independent of all specific formulation; the autonomy of that philosophia 
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perennis from any inscription in history) today seem discomfited by other, 
equally legitimate ways of thinking about the relation of philosophy to 
history. In a typology that has become classic, Richard Rorty contrasts 
the rational, deliberately anachronistic and a historical reconstructions of 
analytical philosophy with three other ways to write the history of phi- 
losophy—all three fully historical, and all three held to be pertinent. 
First, Geistesgeschichte, defined as the history of strictly “philosophical” 
questions and of the constitution of the canon of the “philosophers” who 
formulated them; second, “intellectual history,” understood as a history 
of the very preconditions of philosophical activity; third, historical re- 
constructions that relate the meaning of texts to the context in which 
they were elaborated and to their conditions of possibility.? This last per- 
spective is obviously the closest to traditional historical practices in that 
it accentuates the discontinuity of philosophical practices, which are differ- 
entiated by the social place or institution of learning where they are ex- 
ercised, by changes in the questions and styles of inquiry that are consid- 
ered legitimate, by genres and forms of discourse, and by the intellectual 
configurations that give the same concepts different meanings. !0 

These three ways of viewing the history of philosophy have their equiv- 
alents in the history of science, the history of art, and the history of liter- 
ature. They illustrate a form of return to the texts (or more generally to 
the works) that inscribes them within the places and milieus of their elab- 
oration, situates them within the specific repertory of the genres, ques- 
tions, and conventions proper to a given time, and concentrates on the 
forms of their circulation and their appropriation. In that they clearly 
show that just when doubts had invaded the discipline of history, histor- 
ical approaches claimed their rights elsewhere, in philosophy, literary 
criticism, and aesthetics. 

Among historians, one of the effects of a renewed interest in texts was 
to return the disciplines of erudition to the central role they once played. 
Long relegated to the level of ancillary sciences, these technical skills, 
which propose rigorous and formalized descriptions of objects and forms, 
became (or became again) essential once documents were no longer con- 
sidered solely for the information they furnish but were also studied in 
themselves for their discursive and material organization, their condi- 
tions of production, and their strategic utilization. In this manner pale- 
ography and diplomatics were transformed as a history of the social uses 
of writing, brilliantly illustrated by the works of Armando Petrucci and 
his students.!! The “analytical bibliography” practiced especially, but 
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not exclusively, in the Anglo-Saxon world was enlarged to become an 
ambitious “sociology of texts,” in D. F McKenzie’s terms. The chapter in 
this book devoted to McKenzie is a reminder (against the tyranny of 
strictly linguistic approaches) that the determinations at work in the pro- 
cess of constructing meaning are plural. They depend on strategies of 
writing and publishing, but also on the possibilities and constraints in- 
herent in each of the material forms that carry discourse and on the com- 
petencies, practices, and expectations of each community of readers (or 
spectators).!2 The “sociology of texts,” thus understood, is not incom- 
patible with recent thinking on the notion of representation, since, fol- 
lowing the distinction proposed by Louis Marin, the very forms given to 
texts (oral or written, in manuscript or in print) belong to the “reflexive” 
dimension of all representations by which a material device is presented 
as representing something—here, a text. 

Historians today are well aware that they too produce texts. The writ- 
ing of history, even the most quantitative or the most structural history, 
belongs to the genre of the narrative, whose fundamental categories it 
shares. Narratives of fiction and narratives of history share the way they 
make their “characters” act, the way they construct temporality, and the 
way they conceive of causality. These are familiar notions, thanks to the 
works of Michel de Certeau and Paul Ricoeur.!3 They recall, first of all, 
that given the fundamental dependency of all history of any sort on the 
techniques of “emplotment,” the repudiation of “event-oriented” history 
by no means meant abandoning the narrative. This is a good way of say- 
ing that historians, like other people, do not always do what they think 
they are doing and that proudly proclaimed ruptures often mask misun- 
derstood continuities. | 

But the most essential problem lies elsewhere. It can be formulated 
thus: Why was history so long unaware that it belonged to the class of 
narrative?!4 Narrative was necessarily hidden in all the regimes of his- 
toricity that postulated a close coincidence between historical events and 
the discourses whose task it was to render an account of them. Whether 
it offered a collection of examples in the manner of classical antiquity, 
presented itself as knowledge of itself in the historicist and romantic Ger- 
man tradition, or thought of itself as “scientific,” history could not avoid 
refusing to think of itself as a narrative. Narration, in fact, had no status 
of its own the minute—according to the case at hand—it was subject to 
the dispositions and the figures of the art of rhetoric, was considered the 
place where events themselves deployed, or was perceived as a major ob- 
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stacle to true knowledge. It was only when that epistemology of coinci- 
dence was cast into doubt and when historians became aware of the gap 
that exists between the past and its representation (or to use Ricoeutr’s. 
expression, between “ce qui, un jour, fut”’—-what once was and is no 
more—and the discursive constructions that function as a représentance, 
“standing for,” or lieutenance, “taking the place,” of that past)!> that re- 
flection could develop concerning the modalities (both shared and spe- 
cific) of historical narrative. 

This acute awareness of the narrative dimension of history offered a se- 
rious challenge to all historians who refused to take a relativist position 
4 la Hayden White and see historical discourse as merely a free play of 
rhetorical figures and as one mode of fictional invention among others. 
Against that dissolution of the status of history as a specific knowledge (a 
stance often taken as a figure of postmodernism), one must insist force- 
fully that history is commanded by an intention and a principle of truth, 
that the past history has taken as its object is a reality external to dis- 
course, and that knowledge of it can be verified. 

This reminder is highly useful at a moment when the strong tempta- 
tions of identitarian history risk muddying all distinction between a uni- 
versally acceptable, verified knowledge and the mythical reconstructions 
that sustain particular memories and aspirations. As Eric Hobsbawm has 
written, “Reading the desires of the present into the past, or, in technical 
terms, anachronism, is the most common and convenient technique of 
creating a history satisfying the needs of what Benedict Anderson has 
called ‘imagined communities’ or collectives, which are by no means only 
national ones.” !¢ 

But can one resist drifting off course in this fashion, which is fatal to 
the referential function of history, simply by reafirming—necessary as 
this may be—the demands, disciplines, and virtues of exercising the crit- 
ical function? Now that knowledge, historical or not, can no longer be 
thought of as a pure coincidence or a simple equivalence between an ob- 
ject and a discourse, do we not have to seek a more essential refounding? 
This is the direction Joyce Appleby, Lynn Hunt, and Margaret Jacob are 
going in when they plead for a “new theory of objectivity” (understood | 
as “an interactive relationship between an inquiring subject and an ex- 
ternal object” and thought of as not excluding a plurality of interpreta- 
tions) and when they adopt an epistemological position they call “prac- 
tical realism,” in which “people’s perceptions of the world have some 
correspondence with that world and ... standards, even though they are 


> 


ON THE EDGE OF THE CLIFF 


historical products, can be made to discriminate between valid and in- 
valid assertions.” 17 

From a different perspective, Paul Ricoeur specifies the conditions of 
possibility of a “critical realism of historical knowledge.” For Ricoeur, 
those conditions come from the inscription of the historical subject and 
the historical object within the same temporal field: “The very same sys- 
tem is used to date the three temporal events that constitute the period 
under consideration; that is, the beginning of the period under consider- 
ation, its end or conclusion, and the present of the historian (more pre- 
cisely, of the historical enunciation).” They also come from the fact that 
both historians and the actors whose history they are writing share a field 
of sufficiently common practices and experiences to provide a foundation 
for the “historian’s dependence on the ‘making’ of real historical actors 
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for his own history ‘making.’” Ricoeur adds, “Before presenting them- 
selves as master craftsmen of stories made out of the past, historians must 
first stand as heirs to the past. This idea of inheritance presupposes that 
the past in some sense lives in the present and therefore affects it.” 18 

It is perhaps paradoxical to evoke Paul Ricoeur’s hermeneutic and phe- 
nomenological approach at the end of the introduction to a book that ac- 
centuates historical thinking about rupture and difference. But perhaps it 
is only within that tension that we can think about and comprehend the 
past or the “other” and can get beyond the discontinuities that separate 
historical configurations. From Norbert Elias to Michel de Certeau, the 
figures of that possible intelligibility circulate throughout this book. 

This is not enough, however, to endow history with the status of true 
knowledge. One question remains, which it seems to me is not completely 
resolved either by the attempts to found a “new theory of objectivity” or 
by the propositions that aim at ensuring the “critical realism of histori- 
cal knowledge.” What are the criteria by which a historical discourse— 


always a knowledge based on traces and signs—can be held to be a valid 
and explicative reconstruction (or at least more valid and more explica- 
tive than others) of the past reality it has defined as its object? There is 
no easy answer to this question, even more so today than was true when 
the deep-rooted certitudes of critical objectivity and an epistemology of 
a coincidence between the real and knowledge of the real protected his- 
tory from all anxiety about its regime of truth. This is no longer the case. 
‘To found the discipline of history on its dimension of knowledge, and a 
knowledge that is other than the one furnished by works of fiction, is in 
a certain manner to walk along the edge of the cliff. Historians have lost 
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a good deal of their naiveté and their illusions. They know now that re- 
spect for the rules and operations proper to their discipline is a necessary 
but not sufficient condition for establishing history as a specific kind of 
knowledge. It is perhaps by following the path traced in this introduction, 
which leads from the archive to the text, from the text to writing, and 
from writing to knowledge, that they can take up the challenge facing 
them today. And they can do so by practicing their craft, but also thanks 
to a familiarity with strong works that oblige them to question all they 
hold as evident and all they have inherited. This is the reason for—and, 
who knows, the usefulness of—the series of readings offered in this book. 
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Fiction and Knowledge 


Blank Page 


History between Narrative 


and Knowledge 


A time of uncertainty and of epistemological crisis; a 
critical turning point: such are the diagnoses, mostly apprehensive, given 
of history in recent years. Two statements in particular have opened the 
way to widespread discussion. The first was an editorial in the Annales 
for March and April 1988: 


Today the time for incertitude seems at hand. A reclassification of disciplines is 
transforming the scholarly landscape, challenging established priorities and re- 
shaping the ways innovation has traditionally circulated. The dominant paradigms 
that once were sought in the various Marxisms and structuralisms and in a confi- 
dent use of quantification are losing their structuring force. .. . History, a good 
part of whose dynamism was founded in a federative ambition, has not been 
spared by this general crisis in the social sciences. 


The second statement differed in its motivation but reached similar con- 
clusions. It was made in 1989 by David Harlan, in an article in the 
American Historical Review that launched a debate that continues to this 
day. As Harlan put it, “The return of literature has plunged historical 
studies into an extended epistemological crisis. It has questioned our be- 
lief in a fixed and determinable past, compromised the possibility of his- 
torical representation, and undermined our ability to locate ourselves in 
time.” 

What do such pronouncements mean? They seem somewhat paradox- 
ical at a time when history publishing displays admirable vitality and con- 
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sistent inventiveness, to judge by the continuing success of great collective 
ventures, the launching of European collections, increasing numbers of 
translations, and the intellectual repercussions of some major books. What 
such statements point to, in my opinion, is a highly important change 
brought about by the weakening of models of comprehension and princi- 
ples of intelligibility once commonly accepted by most or all post-1960 
historians. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, all-conquering history had two basic projects. 
The first was to apply the structuralist paradigm, openly acknowledged 
or implicit in practice, to the study of ancient or contemporary societies. 
Historians’ task was to identify the structures and relations that oper- 
ated, independent of the perceptions and intentions of individuals, to 
govern economic mechanisms, organize social relations, and engender 
forms of discourse. Hence the affirmation of a radical separation between 
the object of historical knowledge and the subjective consciousness of the 
actors in history. 

In the second project, history was subjected to the procedures of num- 
ber and series; it was inscribed within a paradigm of knowledge that 
Carlo Ginzburg, in a famous article,3 designated “Galilean.” This in- 
volved the quantification of phenomena, the construction of serial data, 
and the use of statistical techniques to draw up a rigorous formulation of 
the structural relations that were the very object of history. Borrowing 
from Galileo in Il Saggiatore (The Assayer), historians supposed that the 
social world was “written in mathematical language,” and they set out to 
establish its laws. 

The effects of that dual revolution in history—the structuralist and the 
Galilean—were vast. Thanks to it, the discipline of history abandoned a 
pure cartography of particularities and a simple (and always incomplete) 
inventory of individual cases and single facts. History thus reestablished 
contact with the founding ambition of the social sciences at the begin- 
ning of this century (particularly in their sociological and Durkheimian 
versions) to identify structures and regularities that permitted the formu- 
lation of general relationships. 

At the same time, history broke free of the “highly meager idea of the 
real,” to use Michel Foucault’s expression, that had long inhabited it be- 
cause it took the systems of relations that organize the social world to be 
just as “real” as material, physical, and corporeal things grasped in the 
immediacy of sense experience. Beyond the diversity of its objects, terri- 
tories, and manners, the “new history” was thus strongly anchored in the 
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very principles that supported the ambitions and conquests of the other 
social sciences. 

During the past ten years precisely those certitudes, once so widely 
shared, have been shaken. There are a number of reasons for this. His- 
torians, sensitive to new anthropological or sociological approaches, 
worked to restore the role of individuals in the construction of social 
bonds. This move led to several fundamental shifts: from structures to 
networks, from systems of positions to lived situations, from collective 
norms to individual strategies. “Microhistory,” first in Italy, then in 
Spain,‘4 gave a particularly striking translation of this change in histori- 
ography, based on recourse to interactive models and ethnomethodol- 
ogy. Quite unlike the traditional historical monograph, each microstoria 
took a particular situation (normal because exceptional) and attempted 
to reconstruct the way individuals use alliances and confrontations to 
produce the social world through the ties of dependency that link them 
or set them apart. Hence the object of history was not—or was no longer— 
the structures and mechanisms, lying beyond all subjective grasp, that 
govern social relations but rather the multiple rationalities and strategies 
put into operation by communities, kinship groups, families, and indi- 
viduals. 

This new form of social and cultural history focused on the gaps and 
discordances that exist both between one system of societal norms and 
another and within each of those systems. Historians’ gaze shifted from 
the imposed rules to the inventive uses of those rules; from obligatory be- 
haviors to the decisions each individual’s resources permitted—resources 
that included social power, economic opportunities, and access to infor- 
mation. The history of societies, which had formerly drawn up hierar- 
chies and constructed collectivities (socioprofessional categories, classes, 
groups), took on new objects, studied on a smaller scale. The biography 
of ordinary people was one of these, since, as Giovanni Levi wrote, 


No normative system is de facto sufficiently structured to eliminate all possibility 
of conscious choice, of manipulation or interpretation of the rules, or of nego- 
tiation. It seems to me that this makes biography an ideal place for verifying the 
interstitial—but important—nature of the liberty available to agents and for ob- 
serving the concrete operations of normative systems, which are never totally free 


of contradictions.° 


Hence the reconstitution of the dynamic processes (negotiations, trans- 
actions, exchanges, conflicts, etc.) that provide a mobile, unstable picture 
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of social relations and, at the same time, define areas where individual 
strategies can operate. Jaime Contreras expresses this notion exception- 
ally well in a recent book, Sotos contra Riquelmes: 


Groups did not obliterate individuals; the objective existence of group forces did 
not prevent the exercise of a personal trajectory. Families . . . deployed their 
strategies to widen their spheres of solidarity and influence, but their men also 
played their roles individually. If the call of blood and the pull of lineage were 


intense, so too were the desire and the opportunity to create individual spaces. 


In the drama created by the specter of heresy—the “brainchild” of an ambitious 
inquisitor— collective interests and different conceptions of the world clashed, but 
at the same time each individual could react personally, following his own, original 
scenario [tramazon].® 


Old certitudes were shaken for another, more deep-seated reason. His- 
torians became aware that their discourse, whatever its form, was always 
a narrative. The pioneering reflections of Michel de Certeau, followed by 
a major work of Paul Ricoeur’ and more recently the application to his- 
tory of a “poetics of knowledge” that Jacques Ranciére has defined as 
“the set of literary procedures by which a discourse escapes literature, 
gives itself the status of a science, and signifies this status,”8 have forced 
historians to recognize, willingly or not, that history belongs to the literary 
genre of the narrative, understood in the Aristotelian sense of “the em- 
plotment of represented actions.” This was not particularly easy for the 
historians who thought that when they had rejected “events history”— 
V’histoire événementielle—in favor of a structural and quantified history, 
they had seen the last of the sham of narration and the perennial but 
highly dubious proximity of history and fable. The rupture between the 
two had seemed definitive: the “new history” had replaced the personages 
and heroes of the old narratives with anonymous and abstract entities; 
the spontaneous time of consciousness had given way to a constructed, 
hierarchically organized, neatly articulated temporality; self-explanatory 
narration had been rejected in favor of the explicative capacity of a knowl- 
edge that could be confirmed and verified. 

In Temps et récit (Time and Narrative) Paul Ricoeur showed how illu- 
sory this proclaimed break was. All history, even the least “narrative,” 
even the most structural, is always constructed according to the same for- 
mulas that govern the production of narratives. The entities that histori- 
ans manipulate (society, classes, mentalities, etc.) are “quasi characters” 
implicitly endowed with the properties of the singular heroes and the or- 
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dinary individuals who make up the collectivities designated by the abstract 
categories. Moreover, historical temporalities remain largely subservient 
to subjective time. Ricoeur shows (in a superb passage) how Fernand 
Braudel’s La Méditerranée au temps de Philippe II (The Mediterranean 
and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II) is ultimately based 
on an analogy between the sea’s time and the king’s time, and how the 
long time span—la longue durée—is simply a particular and derived 
modality of the emplotment of the event. Finally Ricoeur shows that the 
explanatory procedures of history continue to be solidly anchored in the 
logic of the singular causal imputation; that is, in the model of compre- 
hension that, both in daily life and in fiction, permits an account of the 
decisions and actions of individuals. 

This analysis, which inscribes history within the class of narrative and 
identifies the underlying kinship uniting all narratives, historical or fic- 
tional, has several consequences. First, we can consider the debate about 
the supposed “return of the narrative” that some scholars have seen as 
characteristic of history in recent years to be a question poorly stated. 
How, indeed, could there have been any “return” or rediscovery where 
there had been no departure and no abandonment? There was a change, 


but it was of another order. It had to do with the preference accorded © 


lately to certain forms of narration at the expense of other, more classi- 
cal, forms. For example, the interwoven biographical narratives of mi- 
crohistory do not deal with the same figures or the same constructions as 
the great structural narratives of global history or the statistical narra- 
tives of quantitative history. 

Hence a second proposition, the need to point out the properties spe- 
cific to the historical narrative as it relates to all the other sorts of narra- 
tive. Chief among these properties is the “split” or “laminated” organi- 
zation (Michel de Certeau’s terms are clivé and feuilleté) of a discourse 
that contains, in the form of quotations that are as many references to re- 
ality, the materials on which it is based and of which it hopes to produce 
understanding. Those properties also include the specific procedures of 
accreditation by which history displays and guarantees its status as gen- 
uine knowledge. A number of works have been devoted to identifying the 
forms in which historical discourse is cast-——an enterprise that has led to 
a variety of projects, some aimed at establishing universal taxonomies 
and typologies, others focused on recognizing localized and individual 
differences. 

Hayden White’s attempt to identify the rhetorical figures that com- 
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mand and constrain all the possible modes of historical narration and 
explication—that is, the four classical tropes of metaphor, metonymy, 
synecdoche, and (with a special, “metatropological” status) irony—be- 
longs in the first of these two groups.? A similar search for constants— 
anthropological constants (which constitute the temporal structures of 
experience) and formal constants (which govern the modes of the repre- 
sentation and narration of historical experiences)—led Reinhart Koselleck 
to distinguish three types of history: notation history (Aufschreiben), cumu- 
lative history (Fortschreiben), and history as rewriting (Umschreiben).1° 

The second group, comprising projects involving a poetics of knowl- 
edge sensitive to gaps and differences, includes such works as Philippe 
Carrard’s Poetics of the New History.11 Carrard describes how various 
historians, members of the same “school” or group, found quite different 
ways to mobilize the figures of the enunciation, projection, or disappear- 
ance of the “I” in scholarly discourse, the system of verb tenses, the per- 
sonification of abstract entities, and modalities of proof (citations, tables, 
graphs, quantitative serial data, etc.). 


In the past ten years, history not only has been shaken in 
its deepest certitudes, it also has faced a number of challenges. The first 
of these, which was launched in different and even contradictory ways on 
the two sides of the Atlantic, set out to break all connection between his- 
tory and the social sciences. In the United States the assault took the form 
of the “linguistic turn,” which held language, in strict Saussurean ortho- 
doxy, to be a closed system of signs whose relations autonomously pro- 
duce signification. Thus the construction of meaning is detached from all 
subjective intention or control and assigned to an automatic and imper- 
sonal linguistic function. In this view reality is no longer to be thought of 
as an objective referent, exterior to discourse, because it is constituted by 
and within language. John Toews has given a clear description of this rad- 
ical position (which he does not share): “Language is conceived of as a 
self-contained system of ‘signs’ whose meanings are determined by their 
relations to each other, rather than by their relation to some ‘transcenden- 
tal’ or extralinguistic object or subject.” Hence “the creation of meaning 
is impersonal, operating ‘behind the backs’ of language users whose lin- 
guistic actions can merely exemplify the rules and procedures of lan- 
guages they inhabit but do not control.” 12 

This approach makes the most customary historiographical operations 
pointless, beginning with the basic distinctions between text and context, 
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between social realities and symbolic expressions, between discourse and 
nondiscursive practices. Keith Baker, to cite one example, applies the 
“linguistic turn” to problems relating to the origins of the French Revo- 
lution, arriving at a double postulate. On the one hand, social interests 
have no exteriority in relation to discourse because they constitute “a 
symbolic and political construction,” not “a preexisting reality.” On the 
other hand, all practices should be included in the order of discourse, be- 
cause “claims to delimit the field of discourse in relation to nondiscursive 
social realities that lie beyond it invariably point to a domain of action 
that is itself discursively constituted. They distinguish, in effect, between 
different discursive practices—different language games—rather than be- 
tween discursive and nondiscursive phenomena.” !3 

Among French historians the challenge, as it crystallized in debates 
about the interpretation of the French Revolution, has taken an inverse 
shape. Far from postulating that the production of meaning is automatic 
and lies above or beyond the will of individuals, they have focused on the 
liberty of the subject, on the part reflection plays in action, and on con- 
ceptual constructions. This impugns the classic operations of a social his- 
tory that aimed at identifying the unconscious determinations command- 
ing thought and behavior. It also affirms the primacy of the political, 
understood as the most all-embracing and most revelatory level of any so- 
ciety. This is the connection that Marcel Gauchet puts at the center of the 
recent change of paradigm that he sees in the social sciences: 


What seems to be taking shape at the end point of the problemizing of the origi- 
nality of the West in modern times is a recomposition of the outline of a total 
history. On two axes: by accession, through the political, to a new key to the 
architecture of the whole; and by absorption, in function of that opening, of the 
reflective part of human action, [ranging] from the most fully elaborated philoso- 
phies to the most broadly based systems of representation. '4 


The historians (and Iam one of them) for whom it is still essential that 
history remain among the social sciences have attempted to respond to 
this dual, and at times harsh, call to account. Unlike the proponents 
of the “linguistic turn” or the “semiotic challenge” (Gabrielle Spiegel’s 
term),!5 these historians believe it is not legitimate to reduce the practices 
that constitute the social world to the principles that command discourse. 
Recognizing that past reality is usually accessible only through texts in- 
tent on organizing it, dominating it, or representing it is not the same 
thing as postulating that the logocentric and hermeneutic logic governing 
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the production of discourse is identical to the practical logic ruling con- 
duct and actions. All historical stances must take it into account that 
experience is not reducible to discourse, and all need to guard against un- 
constrained use of the category of the “text”——a term too often inappro- 
priately applied to practices (ordinary or ritualized) whose tactics and 
procedures bear no resemblance to discursive strategies. Maintaining the 
distinction between the two is the only way to avoid “giving as the prin- 
ciple of the practice of agents the theory that must be constructed to un- 
derstand it,” as Pierre Bourdieu put it.16 

Moreover, we need to note that the construction of interests by means 
of discourse is itself socially determined and limited by the unequal re- 
sources (linguistic, conceptual, material, etc.) available to those who pro- 
duce that discourse. Discursive construction thus necessarily refers back 
to the objective social positions and properties external to discourse that 
characterize the various groups, communities, and classes making up the 
social world. 

Consequently the fundamental object of a history that aims at recog- 
nizing the way social actors make sense of their practices and their dis- 
course seems to me to reside in the tension between the inventive ca- 
pacities of individuals or communities and the constraints, norms, and 
conventions that limit (more or less strongly according to their position 
within relations of domination) what it is possible for them to think, say, 
and do. This also holds true for a history of literary works and of aes- 
thetic productions, which are always inscribed within the field of possi- 
bilities that make them thinkable, communicable, and comprehensible. I 
would have to agree with Stephen Greenblatt when he states that “the 
work of art is the product of a negotiation between a creator or a class of 
creators and the institutions and practices of society.”!7 The same state- 
ment applies equally well to a history of practices, which are also inven- 
tions of meaning limited by the multiple determinations that define, for 
every community, legitimate behavior and the embodied norms. 

As an alternative to a “return to the political,” conceived as radically 
autonomous, it seems to me that historians should place two things at the 
center of their work: first, the complex and variable relations established 
among the divers modes of organizing and exercising power in a given 
society; and second, the social configurations that make such political 
forms possible and are engendered by them. In this manner the construc- 
tion of the absolutist state supposes a strong and previous differentiation 
of social functions, but it also demands the perpetuation (thanks to a 
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number of mechanisms, chief among them court society) of a balance of 
tensions among competing dominant social groups. 

As an alternative to a return to the philosophy of the subject that ac- 
companies or underlies the return to the political, history understood as 
a social science recalls that individuals are always connected by recipro- 
cal ties of dependence—perceived or invisible—that fashion and struc- 
ture their personalities and that, as one modality succeeds another, define 
forms of affectivity and rationality. Hence the importance many histori- 
ans accord to the lifework of Norbert Elias, an oeuvre that long remained 
insufficiently appreciated and whose basic thrust was precisely to con- 
nect, over the long term, the construction of the modern state, modalities 
of social interdependence, and figures of psychic economy. !8 

Elias’s works permit us, in particular, to articulate the two signifi- 
cations that always overlap when historians use the term “culture.” The 
first designates the works and the acts that, in a given society, concern 
aesthetic or intellectual judgment; the second aims at the ordinary prac- 
tices—the ones “with no qualities” —that weave the fabric of daily rela- 
tions and express the way a community lives and reflects its relation with 
the world and with the past. To think historically about cultural forms 
and practices is thus necessarily to elucidate the relations between these 
two definitions. 

Works have no stable, universal, fixed meaning. They are invested with 
plural and mobile meanings constructed in the negotiation that takes 
place between a proposal and a reception, in the encounter between the 
forms and patterns that give them their structure and the competencies 
or expectations of the various publics that make use of them. Admittedly, 
the creators of a work, the authorities, or the “clerics” (in and outside the 
church) always aspire to fix the work’s meaning and to proclaim a “cor- 
rect” interpretation that will constrain reading (or viewing). It is just as 
true, however, that reception always invents, shifts things about, and dis- 
torts. Works produced in a specific sphere, within a field that has its rules, 
conventions, and hierarchies, escape that sphere and take on a certain 
density in their pilgrimage-——at times over a very long time span—through 
the social world. Deciphered based on mental and affective schemes that 
constitute the culture (in the anthropological sense) of the communities 
that receive them, such works become in turn a resource for thinking the 
essential: the construction of the social bond, of self-awareness, and of 
the relation with the sacred. 

Inversely, any creative act inscribes in its forms and its themes a rela- 
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tion to the fundamental structures that, at a given moment and place, 
fashion the distribution of power, the organization of society, and the 
economy of personality. Thought of (and thinking of himself) as a demi- 
urge, the artist, the philosopher, or the scholar nonetheless invents within 
constraint—constraint concerning the rules (of the client-patron rela- 
tionship, of patronage, of the market, etc.) that define his condition. Even 
more fundamental is constraint concerning the disregarded determina- 
tions that inhabit every work and make it conceivable, transmissible, and 
comprehensible. What any history must think about is thus the difference 
that all societies bring into play (using varying figures) to separate a par- 
ticular domain of human activity from daily routine and, indissociably 
linked to that difference, the dependencies that inscribe (in multiple ways) 
aesthetic and intellectual inventions within their conditions of possibility. 


Even when it is firmly reconnected with the social sci- 
ences, history cannot avoid another challenge, which is to surmount the 
clash (ultimately a sterile clash) between the study of positions and rela- 
tions and the analysis of actions and interactions. Getting beyond this op- 
position between “social physics” and “social phenomenology” requires 
the construction of new areas of investigation in which the very defini- 
tion of the questions to be posed obliges us to put clear thoughts, indi- 
vidual intentions, and particular wills within the systems of collective 
constraints that both make them possible and rein them in. There are a 
number of examples of such new categorizations that necessarily involve 
articulating objective structures and subjective representations. One such 
is the intellectual domain that combines textual criticism, the history of 
the book, and cultural sociology. This new cross between very different 
scholarly and national traditions (literary history in its various defini- 
tions, the Anglo-Saxon bibliographical tradition, the social history of 
writing practiced by the Italian paleographers, sociocultural history in 
the Annales vein) has the fundamental aim of understanding how the par- 
ticular, inventive reading of the individual reader fits into a number of de- 
terminations—the effects of meaning targeted by the texts through the 
devices of their writing, constraints imposed by the forms that transmit 
those texts to their readers (or listeners), and the competencies or reading 
conventions proper to each community of interpretation. 

We find this sort of approach, whose prime characteristic is that it up- 
sets canonical frontiers, in many other domains of investigation—among 
them studies of the city, of educative processes, and of the construction 
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of scientific knowledge. It is an approach that reminds us that intellectual 
and aesthetic productions, mental representations, and social practices 
are always governed by mechanisms and dependencies the subjects them- 
selves are unaware of. It is from this perspective that we can understand 
contemporary historians’ interest in rereading the classics of the social 
sciences (Elias, but also Weber, Durkheim, Mauss, and Halbwachs) and 
that we can grasp the renewed importance of the concept of “represen- 
tation” over customary notions from the history of mentalities. That con- 
cept in fact permits the designation and connection of three areas of re- 
ality: first, the collective representations that embody, within individuals, 
the divisions of the social world and that organize the schemes of per- 
ception and appreciation by which individuals classify, judge, and act; 
second, the forms in which social identity or political power is exhibited, 
as seen in signs and such symbolic “performances” as images, rites, or 
what Max Weber called the “stylization of life”; third, the “presentifica- 
tion” within a representative (individual or collective, concrete or ab- 
stract) of an identity or a power, a process that endows that identity or 
power with continuity and stability. 

A good many recent historical works make use of that triple definition 
of representation, for two reasons. On the one hand, the lessening of vi- 
olence that was characteristic of Western societies between the Middle 
Ages and the eighteenth century and that grew out of the seizure (at least 
the potential seizure) by the state of a monopoly on the legitimate use of 
force made social conflict (previously expressed in direct, brutal, and 
bloody confrontations) give way, more and more often, to struggles in 
which the weapons and the stakes were representations. On the other 
hand, the authority of a constituted power or the power of a group de- 
pended (and depends today) on the credit given to (or withheld from) the 
representations they proposed of themselves. A history of modalities for 
shaping belief and of the various forms of belief has thus appeared on the 
terrain of the representations of power with Louis Marin, on that of the 
construction of social and cultural identities with Bronislaw Geremek 
and Carlo Ginzburg.!? Such a history is primarily one of symbolic rela- 
tions of force and of the acceptance or rejection, by the dominated, of in- 
culcated principles and imposed identities that are aimed at guaranteeing 
and perpetuating their subjection. 

A similar question lies at the center of a history of women that gives a 
large place to the mechanisms of symbolic violence—a violence, as Pierre 
Bourdieu wrote, “that succeeds only to the extent that the person sub- 
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jected to it contributes to its efficacy; that constrains only inasmuch as he 
[or she] is predisposed by previous apprenticeship to recognize it.”29 The 
construction of female identity was durably rooted in women’s internal- 
ization of norms stated in male discourse. One major objective of the his- 
tory of women is thus to study the varied mechanisms, on every level, that 
guaranteed (or were calculated to guarantee) that women would consent 
to the dominant representations of the difference between the sexes in 
such matters as women’s juridical inferiority, the schools’ inculcation of 
gender roles, the division of tasks and spaces, and the exclusion of women 
from the public sphere. Far from leading away from reality or indicating 
mere figments of the male imagination, representations of female inferior- 
ity, tirelessly repeated and demonstrated, were inscribed in the thoughts 
and the bodies of men and women alike. But such an incorporation of 
domination did not exclude—far from it—possible deviations or manip- 
ulations that occurred when female appropriation of male models and 
norms transformed representations that had been forged to ensure women’s 
dependence and submission into instruments of resistance and affirma- 
tions of women’s identity. 

Recognizing the mechanisms, the limits, and above all the uses of con- 
sent is a good strategy for correcting the-privilege that history has long 
accorded to the view of women as “victims or rebels”——as “active, or [as] 
actresses of their destiny,” to the detriment of “passive women, judged to 
consent too easily to their condition, although, precisely, the question of 
consent is utterly central in the functioning of a system of power, be it so- 
cial or (or social and) sexual.”21 Not all the cracks invading male domi- 
nation took the form of spectacular breaks, nor were they always ex- 
pressed by the eruption of a discourse of refusal and rebellion. They often 
arose within consent itself, employing the language of domination to 
strengthen a refusal to submit. 

When the domination imposed on women is defined as symbolic vio- 
lence, it helps us understand how the relation of domination (which is his- 
torically and culturally constructed) was always asserted to reflect an ir- 
reducible and universal difference rooted in nature. What is essential is 
thus not to carry out a term-by-term opposition of a biological definition 
and a historical definition of the male/female dichotomy, but rather to 
identify the mechanisms that proclaim and represent as “natural” (hence 
biological) the social (hence historical) division of roles and functions. 
Moreover, the “natural” reading of the difference between the male and 
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the female is itself historically dated, since it relies on the decline of med- 
ical representations of the similarity between the sexes and the replace- 
ment of that notion by an open-ended inventory of their biological dif- 
ferences. As Thomas Laqueur states, beginning in the late eighteenth 
century the “the old model [of one sex] in which men and women were 
arranged according to their degree of metaphysical perfection, their vital 
heat, along an axis whose telos was male” gave way to “an anatomy and 
physiology of incommensurability.”22 Sexual difference, as it is embodied 
in practices and events and as it organizes reality and daily life, is always 
constructed by the discourses that found and legitimate it. But those prac- 
tices and events are in turn rooted in social positions and interests calcu- 
lated to guarantee the subjection of women and the domination of men. 
The history of women, formulated in terms of a history of relations be- 
tween the sexes, is a good illustration of the challenge facing historians 
today: to link the discursive construction of the social to the social con- 
struction of discourse. 


There is a final challenge, and it is not the least formi- 
dable one. Some historians, faced with the (well-founded) assertion that 
all history, of whatever sort, is always a narrative organized by figures and 
formulas identical to the ones that put imaginary narrations in motion, 
have concluded that all distinction between history and fiction must be 
swept aside, since history is merely a “fiction-making operation,” as Hay- 
den White put it. History brings a truthful acquaintance with reality no 
more (and no less) than the novel does, and it is totally illusory to attempt 
to classify and hierarchize the works of historians according to episte- 
mological criteria evaluating how well they achieve the account of past 
reality that is their object.23 For White, the only criteria that permit 
differentiation among varieties of historical discourse arise out of the for- 
mal properties of such discourse: “A semiological approach to the study 
of texts permits us... to shift hermeneutic interest from the content of 
the texts being investigated to their formal properties.” 2+ 

Against an approach (or a “shift”) of this sort, we need to recall that 
the aim of knowledge is what constitutes historical intentionality. That 
aim founds the specific operations of the discipline of history: the compi- 
lation, organization, and treatment of data, the production of hypothe- 
ses, the critique and verification of results, the validation of the adequacy 
of historical discourse to its object. Even when they write in a “literary” 
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form, historians are not making literature. This is because the historian 
is dependent on two things: first, the archive and the past of which the 
archive is a trace. As Pierre Vidal-Naquet has said, 


The historian writes, and that writing is neither neutral nor transparent. It is rooted 
in literary forms, even rhetorical figures. ... Who can regret the historian’s loss 
of innocence, the fact that he has been taken as an object or that he takes himself 
as an object of study? It remains the case nonetheless that if historical discourse is 
not connected—-by as many intermediate links as one likes—to what may be 
called, for lack of a better term, reality, we may still be immersed in discourse, but 
such discourse would no longer be historical.2° 


Historians are also dependent on the “scientific” criteria and technical 
operations that are part of their métier. Recognizing variations among 
them (Braudel’s history is not Michelet’s) does not necessarily warrant 
concluding that such constraints and criteria do not exist or that the only 
demands on the writing of history are the same as the ones that govern 
the writing of fiction. 

When historians have set out to define the “scientific” regime proper 
to their discipline—which is the only way to fulfill their ambition to state 
what was—they have chosen different paths. Some have concentrated on 
the study of what made possible (and still makes possible) the production 
and the acceptance of historical forgeries. As Anthony Grafton and Julio 
Caro Baroja have shown,2° there is a close and reciprocal relation be- 
tween forgery and philology; between the rules forgers must submit to 
and the progress of documentary criticism. This means that the work of 
historians in analyzing and unmasking forgeries, which intersects that of 
historians of science interested in the Moulin-Quignon jaw or the Pilt- 
down skull, is a paradoxical and ironic way of reasserting the capacity of 
history to establish true knowledge. Thanks to its unique techniques, the 
discipline of history is skilled at recognizing fakes for what they are and, 
by that token, at denouncing forgers. It is by returning to its own devia- 
tions and perversions that history demonstrates that the discrete knowl- 
edge it produces is inscribed within the order of a confirmable, verifiable 
knowledge. This means that history has weapons to resist what Carlo 
Ginzburg has called “the skeptical war machine” that denies it any chance 
of speaking about past reality or of separating truth from falsehood, and 
also to resist the mythical reconstructions of the past governed by the 
needs of communities, imagined or real, national or not, that create or ac- 
cept historical narratives to suit their desires and expectations.27 
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Nonetheless one cannot—or can no longer—think of historical knowl- 
edge as fitting into the order of truth within the categories of a mathe- 
matical and deductive “Galilean paradigm.” And one cannot—or can no 
longer—accept an epistemology of the correspondence or duplication be- 


tween the historical discourse and the events or realities that are its ob- 
jects, as if the discourse were mere cartography, a faithful copy of the 
past. Historians today are fully aware of the gap that exists between the 
past and its representation, between the vanished realities and the dis- 
cursive form that aims at representing and understanding them. Narrow 
is the way, therefore, for anyone who refuses to reduce history to an un- 
trammeled literary activity open to chance and worthy only of curiosity, 
yet also refuses to define its scientific character based on the one model 
of knowledge concerning the physical world. In a fundamental text Michel 
de Certeau gave expression to that underlying tension in history. History 
is a “scientific” practice that produces instances of knowledge, but a 
practice whose modalities depend on variations in its technical proce- 
dures and on constraints imposed by the social arena and the institution 
of learning where it is practiced and by the rules that necessarily com- 
mand its writing. One might also turn that statement around: history is a 
discourse that puts into operation constructions, compositions, and fig- 
ures that are those of all narrative writing—hence also of fable—but at 
the same time it also produces a body of “scientific” statements, if the 
term “scientific” is understood as “the possibility of conceiving an en- 
semble of rules allowing control of operations adapted to the production 
of specific objects or ends.”28 

Michel de Certeau invites us to think about what is unique to histori- 
cal comprehension. Under what conditions can one hold as coherent, 
plausible, and explicative the relations instituted between the historio- 
graphic operation and the referential reality to which that operation at- 
tempts to give adequate “representation”? The answer is not easy, but it 
is certain that the historian’s special task is to give an appropriate account 
of the “population of the dead” (de Certeau’s words)-—individuals, men- 
talities, or prices—that are its object. If we give up striving for truth, an 
ambition that may be out of all measure but that is surely fundamental, 
we leave the field open to all manner of falsification and to all the forgers 
who betray knowledge and therefore hurt memory. It is only by giving 
new foundations to the critical realism of historical knowledge that his- 
torians will be able to resist the possible perversion of their discipline. 
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Four Questions for 


Hayden White 


1 Hayden White’s Metahistory was published in 1973.1 
The book made no stir in France. Ignored, it failed to find the place it de- 
served within the discussion on history inaugurated two years before by 
Paul Veyne’s provocative Comment on écrit histoire (Writing History) 
and advanced by the publication of Michel de Certeau’s “L’opération his- 
torique” in 1974.4 

A missed opportunity, then, if we recall what Paul Veyne had to say. 
He challenged, one by one, the axioms that provided a scientific base for 
the quantitative, serial history held at the time to be a veritable “revolu- 
tion in historiographic consciousness.”? For Veyne, history cannot shed 
the traditional literary forms: the explanations it produces are “nothing 
but the way in which the account is arranged in a comprehensible plot,”+ 
and in the last analysis, history serves ends of pure curiosity. 

The sharpest response came from Michel de Certeau, first in a review 
of Veyne’s book in the Annales, then in an essay seemingly endorsed by 
the Annales community, given that Jacques Le Goff and Pierre Nora used 
it to lead off their Faire de ’histoire. The complete text of de Certeau’s 
piece was reprinted the following year in a collection of his essays titled 
Lécriture de histoire (The Writing of History).5 Like Paul Veyne, de 
Certeau stressed that all historical writing, whatever its form, is a narra- 
tion that constructs its discourse according to processes of “narrativiza- 
tion” that reorganize and reorder investigative operations. He suggested, 
however, two displacements of Veyne’s perspectives. First, for him what 
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determines historians’ choices (as they group objects, favor one or an- 
other form of work, and pick one mode of writing) is much more their 
place within an “institution of learning” than their subjective preference. 
Second, what gives coherence to their discourse is not, or not only, a re- 
spect for the rules of the literary genres they are borrowing but specific 
practices determined by the techniques of their discipline. 

Why recall this discussion here? Perhaps only to show the depth that 
might have been brought to it had Paul Veyne, Michel de Certeau, and oth- 
ers been aware of the works of Hayden White, who was investigating the 
terms of their debate in his own manner. The thrust of White’s Metahistory 
was not (or not uniquely) to describe the discursive formalities of history, 
even though he defines history, with Veyne and de Certeau, as a “a verbal 
structure in the form of a narrative prose discourse” (Metahistory, ix). 
White had a higher ambition: to understand “the deep structure of the his- 
torical imagination” (ix) that commands the possible combinations among 
the various archetypes of emplotment (“Romance, Comedy, Tragedy, 
Satire”), the different paradigms of historical explanation (“Formism, Or- 
ganicism, Mechanism, Contextualism”), and a number of ideological im- 
plications (Anarchism, Conservatism, Radicalism, Liberalism). The vari- 
ous types of association among these twelve elements (which in theory give 
sixty-four possible combinations but in reality yield fewer, since some are 
logically impossible) define coherent historiographical styles, each with its 
own aesthetic perception, cognitive operation, and ideological commit- 
ment. The basic objective of White’s “poetics of history” was thus to iden- 
tify the “deep structures” that are the matrices of such associations. 

For Hayden White, these associations must be located in the linguistic 
and poetic prefigurations of the historical field itself; that is, in the way 
the historian “both creates his object of analysis and predetermines the 
modality of the conceptual strategies he will use to explain it” (31). The 
four principal modalities of that prefiguration are designated and described 
by the four classical tropes of poetic language: metaphor, metonymy, 
synecdoche, and with a special, “metatropological” status, irony. White 
states: “In short, it is my view that the dominant tropological mode and 
its attendant linguistic protocol comprise the irreducibly ‘metahistorical’ 
basis of every historical work” (xi). 

In seeking to identify this “metahistorical basis,” White went much 
further in Metahistory than the French historians of the time had gone in 
their descriptions of the nature of “historical writing”—or, in White’s 
terms, all that goes into “emplotment.” From the outset, however, White’s 
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argument contained an ambiguity. How was one to understand those 
“deep structural forms of the historical imagination” (31)? The very use 
of the term “deep structure” leads quite naturally to thinking of the pre- 
figurations of historical discourse as following a strict linguistic and struc- 
turalist model, and thus to believing they operate automatically and imper- 
sonally to regulate historiographical preferences. Hayden White encouraged 
just such an interpretation of his thought by using oppositions dear to 
structural linguistics (surface and depth, the manifest and the implicit, 
language and thought) to define his approach: “I have tried first to iden- 
tify the manifest—epistemological, aesthetic, and moral—dimensions of 
the historical work and then to penetrate to the deeper level on which 
these theoretical operations found their implicit, precritical sanctions” 
(x). Furthermore, it is with the same categories that he designates the con- 
straining force of language, presenting as “the essential point” of his 
demonstration “that, in any field of study not yet reduced (or elevated) to 
the status of a genuine science, thought remains the captive of the lin- 
guistic mode in which it seeks to grasp the outline of objects inhabiting 
its field of perception” (xi). Precritical and precognitive, the tropological 
matrices of historical discourses can thus be interpreted as imposed, unrec- 
ognized structures that command the “choices” of historians irrespective 
of their will and their consciousness. 

This is the way Hayden White’s work has most often been understood 
when it has been granted a place of prime importance, by its proponents 
and detractors alike, among works that subject history to the “linguistic 
turn.” Gabrielle Spiegel, one of its critics, remarked that “no one has been 
more forceful in articulating the implications of post-Saussureian linguis- 
tics for the practice of history than Hayden White.” One of its propo- 
nents, David Harlan, credits Hayden White for his “acute sensitivity to 
the ways in which language both constitutes and dissolves the subject.” 

But to return to the preface of Metahistory, the vocabulary White em- 
ploys (“deep structure,” “understructure,” “deeper level”) is not uniquely 
that of structuralism, linguistic or other. White also uses a repertory of 
terms from a quite different tradition: “historical consciousness” (four 
times); “choice” or “to choose” (three times). Thus historians seem to de- 
cide freely, consciously (or according to a less afirmative formula, “more 
or less self-consciously” [xi]), from among the historiographical styles 
White recognizes. Tropological prefigurations thus make up a collection 
of possible forms historians can choose among according to their moral 
or ideological inclinations. Hayden White illustrates the reality of this 
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freedom of choice by citing his own decision: “It may not go unnoticed 
that this book is itself cast in an Ironic mode. But the Irony which informs 
it 1s a conscious one, and it therefore represents a turning of the Ironic 
consciousness against Irony itself” (xii). 

The latent contradiction between the two perspectives has not escaped 
the notice of commentators—in particular those who rally most fervently 
to the defense of applying the linguistic model to history. Hans Kellner 
puts the question this way: “If language is irreducible, a ‘sacred’ begin- 
ning, then human freedom is sacrificed. If men are free to choose their lin- 
guistic protocols, then some deeper, prior, force must be posited. White 
asserts as an existential paradox that men are free, and that language is 
irreducible.”” David Harlan notes the same dilemma. After recognizing 
White’s sensitivity toward the way language both constitutes and dis- 
solves the subject, Harlan notes “on the other hand, [his] deep commit- 
ment to liberal humanism, to the human subject and epistemological 
freedom,” which leads Harlan, somewhat surprisingly, to link Hayden 
White and J. G. A. Pocock.® 

In an article in which he responded to objections to his tropological 
theory of historical discourse, Hayden White returned to this potential 
tension, stressing his distance from all forms of linguistic determinism. 
Against his critics—but also perhaps against some overzealous disciples— 
he reaffirms that the choice between one strategy of argumentation and 
discourse and another is a decision made in full liberty and conscious- 
ness: “Until... a Copernican Revolution occurs, historical studies will 
remain a field of inquiry in which the choice of a method for investigat- 
ing the past and a mode of discourse for writing about it will remain free, 
rather than constrained.”? In the same article he says that “although 
[tropology| assumes that figuration cannot be avoided in discourse, the 
theory, far from implying linguistic determinism, seeks to provide the 
knowledge necessary for a free choice among different strategies of figu- 
ration” (34). White thus totally safeguards the liberty of the thinking and 
writing subject by shifting the free choice that classical intellectual history 
held so dear from philosophical arguments to tropological preferences. 

But that leaves the problem of the compatibility between that position 
and White’s adoption of a theory of language, borrowed from structural 
linguistics, based on two postulates: first, that for every utterance there is 
a previous code; for every parole, a previous langue: “Language . . . is it- 
self in the world as one ‘thing’ among others and is already freighted with 
figurative, tropological, and generic contents before it is actualized in any 
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given utterance” (23); and second, that all language always operates un- 
known to those who use it, beyond their control or their will, to produce 
unexpected and unstable meanings: “Historical discourse . . . like meta- 
phoric speech, symbolic language, and allegorical representation, always 
means more than it literally says, says something other than what it seems 
to mean, and reveals something about the world only at the cost of con- 
cealing something else” (25). 

This leads to my first question: Is it possible to link, without serious 
contradiction, post-Saussurean linguistics and the freedom of the histo- 
rian as a literary creator? 


2 My second question concerns tropology as a theory of 
discourse. On several occasions Hayden White has pointed to its two 
sources, Vico and Nietzsche. Thus White is not attempting to describe or 
make use of the rules of classical rhetoric, and in my opinion those who 
reproach him for simplifying or betraying that rhetoric do so unfairly. He 
is after something else: identifying the fundamental structures through 
which all possible figurative discourses can be produced; that is, the four 
tropes of classical and neoclassical rhetoric. 

In the preface to Tropics of Discourse White limits the area of perti- 
nence of the “pattern of tropological prefiguration”: “I claim for it only 
the force of a convention in the discourse about consciousness and, sec- 
ondarily, the discourse about discourse itself, in the modern Western cul- 
tural tradition” (13). Hence the recurrent use of such a pattern: in Vico to 
characterize stages in the passage from barbarity to civilization; in Piaget 
to qualify the four moments in cognitive development; in Freud to desig- 
nate the four mechanisms at work in dreams. Hayden White thus trans- 
forms into a generic matrix for the production of discourses, hence of 
modes of comprehension, categories that had traditionally been restricted 
to describing figures of style. 

A displacement of this sort suggests that the four fundamental tropes 
(metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony) are to be understood as a 
priori categories in Western understanding (since White limits their va- 
lidity to the Western cultural tradition). He states explicitly, “My method, 
in short, is formalist” (Metahistory, 3), postulating the existence of in- 
variable mental structures that can be identified in works, once their cul- 
tural space has been defined, independent of their time and their milieu 
of production. In this sense the tropological constitution of the historical 
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imagination, and more generally of all the operations of figuration, is to- 
tally dissociated from the historical forms of rhetoric, understood as the 
art of discourse and persuasion. 

Nonetheless, Hayden White himself cannot avoid the question of the 
relation between a given author’s use of a tropological model and the 
place rhetoric occupies in that author’s intellectual formation and partic- 
ular configuration of knowledge. Thus, on the subject of Freud and dream 
theory White states: 


| am interested here, obviously, in the mechanisms which Freud identifies as ef- 
fecting the mediations between the manifest dream contents and the latent dream 
thoughts. These seem to correspond, as Jakobson has suggested, to the tropes 
systematized as the classes of figuration in modern rhetorical theory (a theory 
with which, incidentally, insofar as it classifies figures into the four tropes of meta- 
phor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony, Freud would have been acquainted, as a 
component of the educational cursus of gymnasia and colleges of his time). (Trop- 
ics of Discourse, 13—14). 


The parenthetical remark here seems to me to reflect a certain indeci- 
sion. Either tropological structure is inherent to the imagination of mod- 
ern Western men and women, in which case it matters little whether 
Freud’s education had made him familiar with classical rhetoric, or the 
statement pertains to an understanding of how Freud transfers a model of 
comprehension from one domain (discourse) to another (dreams), in which 
case the pertinence of the tropological characterization depends greatly 
on variations in the status and importance of rhetoric in the successive 
historical configurations that make up the “Western tradition.” Hayden 
White clearly seems to prefer the first of these views. Still, his remarks on 
Freud’s schooling has the ring of doubt, which puts historical contextu- 
alizing back into a systemization aimed at identifying generic structures. 

Hence my second question: Is it legitimate to apply the tropological 
model of poetic and linguistic prefiguration without taking into account 
the place of rhetoric (which varied widely from one historical situation to 
another) and without measuring how closely various authors adhered to 
that mode of codifying discourse, which was neither consistent nor sta- 
ble between the Renaissance and the twentieth century? 


3 The most frequent criticism of Hayden White’s works 
has to do with his refusal to grant history the status of a form of knowl- 
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edge different in nature from the knowledge brought by fiction. Histori- 
ans as varied as Arnaldo Momigliano and Carlo Ginzburg or as Gabrielle 
Spiegel and Russell Jacoby!9 have raised the same objection: by holding 
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history to be “a form of fiction-making” (Tropics of Discourse, 122), 
Hayden White chooses to champion an absolute (and highly dangerous) 
relativism that denies all possibility of establishing “scientific” knowl- 
edge concerning the past. When it is disarmed in this manner, history 
loses all capacity to choose between the true and the false, to tell what 
happened, and to denounce falsifications and forgers. | 

Several passages in White’s work lend themselves to such a reading. 
For him, history as the historian writes it is dependent neither on the re- 
ality of the past nor on operations proper to the discipline. The choice the 
historian makes of a tropological matrix, a mode of emplotment, and an 
explicative strategy is in all ways similar to that of the novelist. White 
reaffirms this position with constancy, ne varietur. In 1974 he wrote, “In 
general there has been a reluctance to consider historical narratives as what 
they most manifestly are: verbal fictions, the contents of which are as much 
invented as found and the forms of which have more in common with 
their counterparts in literature than they have with those in the sciences” 
(Tropics of Discourse, 82). And in 1982, “One must face the fact that when 
it comes to apprehending the historical record, there are no grounds to be 
found in the historical record itself for preferring one way of construing 
its meaning over another” (The Content of the Form, 75). Thus it is totally 
illusory to hope to classify the works of historians (and philosophers of 
history) or to institute any hierarchy among them based on their greater 
or lesser ability to achieve the object of giving an account of past reality. 
The only criteria for differentiating among historians are purely formal 
and internal to discourse, whether they apply to the coherence and the 
completeness of the narrative or to the historians’ awareness of the range 
of possibilities offered by tropological models and competing narratives. 

Hayden White’s response to criticism of his position as destructive of 
all knowledge was to point out that to consider history as a fiction and as 
participating in the same strategies and procedures as literature does not 
deny it all value as knowledge; it simply considers history as not having a 
regime of truth all its own. Myth and literature are forms of knowledge: 
“Does anyone seriously believe that myth and literary fiction do not refer 
to the real world, tell truths about it, and provide useful knowledge of 
it?” 11 Engendered by the same matrix as fiction, historical narration dis- 
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plays the same sort of knowledge as fictional constructions. White is not 
among those who oppose rhetoric and truth.!2 

Still, there is something about his response that leaves us unsatisfied. 
How indeed can history be thought of without ever (or hardly ever) re- 
ferring to the operations proper to the discipline—the construction and 
treatment of data, the production of hypotheses, the critical verification 
of results, the validation of the coherence and the plausibility of inter- 
pretation? It is here, it seems to me, that Michel de Certeau’s thoughts 
have more to offer than Hayden White’s. For de Certeau history is indeed 
a narrative, but it is a specific narrative that produces bodies of “sci- 
entific” statements, if what we mean by “scientific” is the construction of 
specific objects according to verifiable rules.!3 Starting from a definition 
of “science” less narrow and less rigid than White’s, de Certeau invites 
us to consider history a “scientific” practice that, like all other scientific 
practices, depends on variations in its technical procedures, on constraints 
imposed by the social setting and the institution of learning where it is 
exercised, and on the rules that necessarily govern its writing. To define 
the “scientific” nature of history in this manner—as the best possible, 
most nearly adequate rendering of the referential reality it aims at—1s net- 
ther to deny its fundamentally narrative nature nor to think of historical 
thought within the “Galilean paradigm” of the mathematical sciences. 

Which leads to my third question to Hayden White: If history produces 
a knowledge identical to that provided by fiction—no more, no less-——how 
are we to consider (and why should we perpetuate) the weighty, highly de- 
manding operations of gathering a documentary corpus, verifying infor- 
mation and testing hypotheses, and constructing an interpretation? If it 
is true that “historical discourse resembles and indeed converges with 
fictional narrative, both in the strategies it uses to endow events with 
meanings and in the kind of truth in which it deals,” '4 if the reality of the 
events emplotted is of no importance for the nature of the knowledge pro- 
duced, is not the “historiographical operation” a waste of time and effort? 


& Hayden White states in The Content of the Form: 


It is often alleged that “formalists” such as myself, who hold that any historical ob- 
ject can sustain a number of equally plausible descriptions or narratives of its 
processes, effectively deny the reality of the referent, promote a debilitating rela- 
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tivism that permits any manipulation of the evidence as long as the account produced 
is structurally coherent, and thereby allow the kind of perspectivism that permits 
even a Nazi version of Nazism’s history to claim a certain minimal credibility. (76) 


What better summary could there be of the major criticism of White’s 
work? On several occasions he has attempted to respond to this accusa- 
tion of “relativism,” an accusation that takes on particular gravity when 
it concerns historical events such as crimes committed by tyrannies or, 
even more, the Shoah. 

The first response, which we have already seen, was to emphasize the 
truth of fiction. To hold the historical narrative to be “a fiction-making op- 
eration” is not to reduce it to a simple, arbitrary, and derisory game but, on 
the contrary, is to consider it capable of the force and lucidity shown in the 
most powerful works of the imagination. This is the vein in which White 
responded to Gene Bell-Villada, who maintained that the only reaction of 
the “U.S. ‘critical establishment’ ” to brutal dictatorships in Latin America 
was “its wars on referentiality and its preachments that ‘History is Fiction, 
Trope and Discourse.’” White replied, alluding to South American novel- 
ists, “Would he [Bell-Villada] wish to say that their works do not teach us 
about real history because they are fictions? Or that being fictions about 
history, they are devoid of tropisms and discursivity? Are their novels less 
true for being fictional? Could any history be as true as these novels with- 
out availing itself of the kind of poetic tropes found in the work of Mario 
Vargas Llosa, Alejo Carpentier, José Donoso and Julio Cortazar?”!> 

White elaborated a second response after the emergence of the “revi- 
sionist” (more accurately, “negationist”) historians who proposed a 
narrative—an “emplotment”—of the history of Nazism and World War 
II based on a list of notions that Pierre Vidal-Naquet summarized thus: 
(x) the gas chambers never existed and the Germans perpetrated no geno- 
cide; (2) the “final solution” was merely the expulsion of the Jews toward 
Eastern Europe; (3) the total number of the Jewish victims of Nazism is 
much lower than has been claimed; (4) genocide is an invention of Allied 
propaganda, principally of Jewish, more particularly Zionist, propa- 
ganda; (5) Hitler’s Germany did not bear the greatest responsibility for 
World War IL; and (6) during the 1930s and 1940s, the principal threat to 
humanity was the Soviet regime.!© These elements, separately or recom- 
bined in various forms and varying proportions, provided a basis for a 
radical rewriting of contemporary history. Can it be taken as plausible, 
acceptable? And if not, why not? | 
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In order to reject the revisionist view without abandoning the princi- 
ples that underlay his entire work, Hayden White was led to propose a 
distinction I find somewhat problematic. About the “competing narra- 
tives” offered of the Nazi regime and the extermination of Jews and Gyp- 
sies he remarks, 


Obviously, considered as accounts of events already established as facts, “compet- 
ing narratives” can be assessed, criticized, and ranked on the basis of their fidelity 
to the factual record, their comprehensiveness, and the coherence of whatever ar- 
guments they may contain. But narrative accounts do not consist only of factual 


statements (singular existential propositions) and arguments: they consist as well of 


poetic and rhetorical elements by which what would otherwise be a list of facts is 
transformed into a story. Among these elements are those generic story patterns 
we recognize as providing the “plots.” ... Here the conflict between “competing 
narratives” has less to do with the facts of the matter in question than with the dif- 
ferent story-meanings with which the facts can be endowed by emplotment.!7 


A distinction of this sort seems to me to raise two questions. On the 
one hand, it reintroduces a thoroughly traditional conception of the at- 
tested, certain, and identifiable historical event; for instance, the exis- 
tence of the gas chambers. The problem here is one of the compatibility 
of a proposition of this kind and Hayden White’s overall perspective. How 
can one reconcile the evidence of the factual event with the quotation 
from Roland Barthes that White places in an epigraph to The Content of 
the Form: “Le fait n’a jamais qu’une existence linguistique”? And on what 
basis, starting from what operations, using what techniques, can the histo- 
rian establish the reality of the fact or verify whether a historical discourse 
is faithful to the “factual record”? It must be admitted that by systemat- 
ically ignoring the procedures proper to history, understood as a disci- 
pline of knowledge, White leaves us powerless to answer such questions. 

On the other hand, by restricting his definition of the “facts” the his- 
torian can treat to “singular existential propositions,” Hayden White se- 
verely limits the domain in which history can operate to discern between 
the true and the false. It is hard to see what criteria one could use to dis- 
criminate among competing historical narratives that construct their 
plots with the use of “factual statements” alone. Not all historical narra- 
tives are equal, either in their mode of discourse or in their internal co- 
herence; nor are they equal in their pertinence and their accuracy in giv- 
ing an account of the referential reality they hope to represent. Gauging 
the differential truth of historical discourses is not an easy task, but to 
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consider the effort to do so vain and useless is to deny all possibility of as- 
signing even a minimal specificity to history, since neither its tropological 
prefigurations nor its narrative modalities, or even the fact that its dis- 
course bears on the past, are uniquely its own.!8 

This remark leads me to a fourth and final question, which is fitting 
when dealing with works so profoundly attached to the principle of a 
“fourfold analysis.” My question goes back to Metahistory. Without doubt 
this book liberated historiography from the inflexible boundaries of a 
classical approach totally insensible to the modalities and figures of dis- 
course. It should be congratulated and thanked for doing so. Still, is it 
possible, and is it intellectually desirable, to adhere to a “semiological ap- 
proach to the study of texts” that “permits us to moot the question of the 
text’s reliability as witness to events or phenomena extrinsic to it, to pass 
over the question of the text’s ‘honesty,’ its objectivity” (Content of the 
Form, 192)? Isn’t it the very object of the history of history to understand 
how, in each particular historical configuration, historians put into oper- 
ation research techniques and critical procedures that give their discourses 
(in unequal measure) just such an “honesty” and “objectivity”? 
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Michel de Certeau 


Fiistory, or Knowledge of the Other 


Michel de Certeau was not fond of defining who he was, 
nor did he like hemming in what he did to fit within the sort of discipli- 
nary categories that university professors, as if to reassure themselves, 
claim as their own. Nonetheless, he described his intellectual career in La 
prise de la parole, a slim book written in the immediate aftermath of the 
“symbolic revolution” of 1968 that is still among the most acute analyses 
of that event: “I discovered in the movement that shook the underside of 
the country the very question that experience as a historian, a traveler, 
and a Christian raised in me. Elucidating it was for me a necessity.” ! The 
distance between the three (historian, traveler, and Christian) is not as 
great as it may seem. For de Certeau, of all the humane sciences history 
was the most apt, by its heritage or by its program, to represent difference 
and portray otherness. Hence it retained something of the quest for the 
word of the other that was the passion, to the point of despair, of the an- 
cient Christians whose historian he had become, and something of the en- 
counter with foreignness he had felt with each discovery of a new world, 
from Brazil to California. This may be why de Certeau, a man of wide- 
ranging knowledge, proclaimed himself a historian first, and why, on his 
election to the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales in 1983, he 
chose to join the Centre de Recherches Historiques, the center within the 
Ecole that brings together people who, in various ways, do history. 

A widely read man (as the seventeenth century put it), Michel de Certeau 
was not an ordinary historian. Travel had taken him throughout the world 
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and led him across disciplines. Writing a work of history was for him 
submitting to critical experimentation models—sociological, economic, 
psychological, or cultural—forged elsewhere and, at the same time, at- 
tempting to understand the meaning of the signs concealed in archival 
documents by bringing to bear on them the skills of the semiotician, eth- 
nologist, and psychoanalyst. Out of unexpected, free, and paradoxical 
combinations born of a mastery of these sciences, he created a unique 
writing style in which professional historians recognize a superb respect 
for the rules of their craft but also a gauge of where they themselves fall 
short. At times his unconfined intelligence disquieted or irritated minds 
too narrow to comprehend it; and there were enough of them (not only 
among historians) that two scholarly institutions in France (the Centre 
National de la Recherche Scientifique and the Fifth Section of the Ecole 
Pratique des Hautes Etudes) failed to open their doors to him. 

One basic question runs through Michel de Certeau’s work as a his- 
torian: how to explain the words and the actions of a spirituality that re- 
mained outside ecclesiastical institutions and that challenged the clergy’s 
exclusive appropriation of the sacred. From his earliest books on Pierre 
Favre and Jean-Joseph Surin to La fable mystique, from La possession de 
Loudun to the nearly complete manuscript on bodily experiences in mys- 
ticism he left at his death,? his work profoundly changed our compre- 
hension of Christianity in the age of religious reform. Thanks to him, we 
have a better understanding of how a number of men and women of the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries lived their faith and proclaimed it, 
with no legitimate place in which to speak of it, living out a hazardous, 
errant, and marginal existence authorized uniquely by their certitude that 
they heard God’s word within themselves. 

This question, pursued in one book after another, provided a needed 
corrective to the perspectives of an overly short-sighted religious history: 
de Certeau signaled distinctions that had not been clearly perceived (for 
example, between sorcery and possession)? and proposed comparisons 
that some found scandalous, as between mystical speech and the speech 
of the possessed, both forms of speech inhabited by the other and each in 
its own way inscribed within a discourse that imposed on it the categories 
of a theological or demonological order.+ He set up these two modes of 
speech—the inhabited speech wrung out of the possessed and the dia- 
logued, voluntary speech of the mystic—as experiences at the limits that 
provide an opportunity to observe a vacillation among the shaping in- 
fluences of doctrinal authority, the new science, and the power of the 
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crown. Possession and the mystical (de Certeau’s English translator coins 
the term “mystics,” on the model of “physics” or “optics”), both resist- 
ing explanation by tradition or reason and both connoting an upwelling 
of the strange in its most menacing mode, put all disciplines and ratio- 
nalities to the test. For Michel de Certeau, this was what gave them their 
heuristic value and what led him into a lifetime of research. 

His research on that central question was always accompanied by other 
projects and other inquiries. De Certeau enjoyed working with others on a 
dossier constructed and deciphered in common in the fraternity of shared 
discovery. Hence he turned to sixteenth-century accounts of voyages to 
the Americas that elicited the dual question of a discourse on the foreign 
and the writing down of oral materials. Similarly, in 1975 he worked with 
two friends and historians, Dominique Julia and Jacques Revel, on a book 
about Abbé Grégoire’s survey of French patois, which gave him an op- 
portunity to work on the same dual problem with other materials.> In a 
university environment often narrow and at times fiercely individualistic, 
he gave a precious example of boundless enthusiasm, a tireless desire to 
learn, and a generous willingness to share. 

If we want to comprehend how Michel de Certeau conceived of the 
historian’s task, we need to return to one of his most often cited and most 
commented on texts. It was titled “L’opération historique” when it served 
at the opening essay in the 1974 collective work Faire de l’histoire (Con- 
structing the Past), edited by Jacques Le Goff and Pierre Nora. The same 
text appeared the following year with a slightly different title, “L’opéra- 
tion historiographique,” in de Certeau’s L’écriture de l'histoire (The Writ- 
ing of History), this time with a third part on historical writing that had 
been cut from Faire de [histoire for lack of space.® 

Michel de Certeau builds this text around a tension between thinking 
of history as a “scientific” practice and, at the same time, identifying vari- 
ations in its technical procedures, constraints imposed by the social set- 
ting and the institution of learning where it is produced, and the rules 
obligatory to its writing.” That tension, maintained throughout the text 
and basic to it, must first be understood in the context of the historio- 
graphic moment when it was written. Two major events stand out. The 
first was the epistemological challenge—one might say provocation—of 
Paul Veyne’s Comment on écrit histoire (Writing History), published in 
1971.8 De Certeau discussed some of Veyne’s sharpest thrusts in a cri- 
tique written for the Annales: hence “The Historiographical Operation” 
should be read as a continuation of this critical dialogue between de 
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Certeau and Veyne, whose book had caused quite a stir among historians. 
In that essay de Certeau returns to two of Veyne’s pronouncements but 
totally reformulates them. History, says de Certeau, is indeed a discourse, 
but a discourse whose determinations are to be sought not in the con- 
ventions perpetuated by a literary genre but in the practices determined 
by the technical institutions of a discipline, which differ according to time 
and place and are subject to varying ways of separating truth from false- 
hood and to contrasting definitions of what constitutes historical proof. 
Moreover, if all historical writing returns to the “I” who produces it, that 
“I” should be constructed not on the curiosity principle (an ahistorical 
manifestation of the pleasure principle), but rather in terms of the posi- 
tion each historian occupies in the historical institution of the time. 

If Veyne’s questions bore such weight, it was perhaps because they im- 
plied a complete break with the practice of historians (at least the more 
inventive and the most favored among them) who had created a new par- 
adigm of historical science based on the use of the computer and the tech- 
niques it made possible. Such historians held the quantitative treatment 
of large amounts of homogeneous data to be a real revolution. As Francois 
Furet put it, “Serial history, therefore, is not only, nor indeed predomi- 
nantly, a transformation of historical materials. It is a revolution in his- 
toriographic consciousness.” 1° It replaced history-as-narrative, lulled by 
the recitation of events, with history-as-problem, obliged to construct its 
own object, state its hypotheses explicitly, and be clear about its procedures. 
It countered uncertain judgments backed by no standards for discrimina- 
tion with the rigor of numbers and the certainty of the “scientifically 
measurable.” The enthusiasm of those days is understandable: Emmanuel 
Le Roy Ladurie declared, “Tomorrow’s historian will have to be able to 
programme a computer to survive.” !! 

But these historians were not alone in perceiving that their task had 
changed. In the early 1970s Michel Foucault noted the same change as he 
set about analyzing discourse, contrasting, term for term, the “effective 
work of historians” in “the great change in their discipline” with the phi- 
losophy of history (the “history no one does any more”) of philosophers 
imbued with Hegelianism.12 By practicing history as a “certain use of 
discontinuity for the analysis of temporal series,” historians broke deci- 
sively with the major concepts of “philosophical history” postulating the 
unity of the spirit through successive and necessary historical particular- 
izations. 

In “The Historiographical Operation” Michel de Certeau agrees and 
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disagrees with Foucault’s analysis. On the one hand, de Certeau points 
out the results of a recourse to the “current techniques of information re- 
trieval” that had precipitated the redefinition of the historian’s task. Such 
techniques brought new ways to select among sources, henceforth sifted 
according to their capacity for furnishing serial, homogeneous, and re- 
peated data. They separated operations that once were mingled: the con- 
struction of an object of study, the collection and accumulation of infor- 
mation, its treatment and interpretation. They modified the very function 
of history: “Historians .. . create laboratories of epistemological experi- 
mentation” to test the validity of models borrowed from the social sci- 
ences. It was clear that there were new strategies in historical practice 
whose use produced “a theorization that conforms better to the possibil- 
ities offered by the sciences of information.” 

Still, if we replace de Certeau’s text within the context of the “defense 
and illustration” of quantitative history, it has a different ring to it. No- 
where in it does he state that comprehension by means of numbers, backed 
by the massive treatment of quantitative data, is a radical epistemologi- 
cal break presumed to mark history’s entry into the age of Science with a 
capital S. What he sees as essential still is to understand how a new “ap- 
paratus” and new techniques permit new responses and new questions. 
For de Certeau, the most interesting questions that quantitative history 
raises come precisely from its inverse and are connected to the welling up 
of the singular, the exception, and the gap: “If historical ‘comprehension’ 
is not enclosed within the tautology of legend or has not taken flight into 
ideology, its primary characteristic is not making series of data under- 
standable (although that may be its ‘basis’), but rather never denying the re- 
lation that these ‘regularities’ keep with the ‘particularities’ which escape 
them.” !3 Even while setting in motion the machines of the time, the his- 
torian remains a prowler (ré6deur) who haunts the margins and the 
marches. Throughout de Certeau’s lifetime, these frontier zones took the 
dazzling form of past religious experiences situated outside the ordinary 
routine of the ecclesiastical institution. 

Although de Certeau was sensitive to the results of crossing a method- 
ological revolution (quantitative data) with a technological revolution 
(the computer), he nonetheless remained aloof from the scientific illu- 
sions, so strong in the 1960s, brought on by the conquests of the numer- 
ical approach. At a time when the notion had almost been forgotten, he 
recalled that if history is an institution and a practice, it is also, and per- 
haps above all, writing. The third part of his “Historiographical Opera- 
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tion” is devoted to that notion; without it the piece is unbalanced and out 
of plumb. The first of two fundamental propositions in this section states 
that all historical writing is récit—narrative—and is necessarily con- 
structed according to rules that reverse the approach of research, which 
puts things in chronological order, establishes a tight demonstration, and 
constructs a seamless discourse out of materials that are always open and 
full of holes. With this statement, Michel de Certeau opened the way for 
all the others who, like Paul Ricoeur in Temps et récit (Time and Narra- 
tive),'+ reflected that all forms of history—even the most structural, even 
the least event-based—belong to the field of the narrative. Because it is 
“narrativization,” history continues to be dependent on formulas for the 
“emplotment of represented actions,” to use an Aristotelian term, and it 
shares the laws that underlie all narratives: in particular the obligation of 
temporal succession. 

When we read “The Historiographical Operation” carefully, it is clear 
that the pronouncement a few years later that the very latest changes in 
history moved in the direction of a “revival of narrative” was by and 
large illusory.15 Whatever else it might be, history is always narrative, but 
it is a particular narrative, since it aims at producing true knowledge: 
“Historical discourse claims to provide a true content (which pertains to 
verifiability), but in the form of a narration.” 1° This leads de Certeau to 
formulate explicitly or point to a broad range of questions. The first re- 
gards what distinguishes historical narration from other narrative modes, 
a particularity to be sought in the “laminated” (feuilleté) or “split” (clivé) 
structure of the historiographical text. Because it comprehends within it- 
self, in the form of citations, the materials that provide its foundation and 
that it explains, historical discourse has a specific way of organizing both 
its strategies of accreditation (the document standing for the real) and its 
rhetorical operation (knowledge being written in the very language of its 
object). A second question concerns differing modes of intelligibility im- 
plied by the choice of one form or another of the narrative. Biography, for 
example, affords an opportunity to stress difference in relation to the 
global constructions given in the form of a structural narrative. The Mys- 
tic Fable, written eight years later, retained something of the same tension 
that had appeared in this earlier work when, in its fourth section, it 
treated “Figures of the Wildman” as destinies standing apart from the 
regularities of the mystical discourse. 

De Certeau’s essay “The Historiographical Operation” also contains 


_ something like a response to Hayden White (whose Metahistory was pub- 
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lished in 1973).17 History, de Certeau states, cannot be taken for a pure 
rhetoric or a tropology that makes it into a “form of fiction-making” just 
like other forms. History claims to be a discourse about truth; it con- 
structs a relationship with what it posits as its referent (the past “reality” 
to be recalled and understood), which can in principle be verified. Thus 
historians need to ponder the truth status of historical discourse—and 
they need to think of that truth status not as something that emerges from 
the past, rising intact to the surface in archival materials, but rather as the 
result of establishing relations among data arranged by the operation of 
knowing: “One thus passes from a historical reality (History, or Geschichte) 
‘received’ in a text to a textual reality (historiography, or Historie) ‘pro- 
duced’ by an operation whose norms are fixed in advance.” 18 

Historical discourse is thus articulated according to a regime of truth 
that is neither that of literature nor that of philological certitude. The 
verification of facts that Arnaldo Momigliano insisted on—that is, the re- 
newable, verifiable, technical operations that make up documentary crit- 
icism—is not sufficient as a foundation for history as an objective recon- 
stitution of the past, confident of its truth status. 

‘In “The Historiographical Operation” Michel de Certeau opened up 
new vistas at a key moment in the evolution of the discipline of history, 
torn between quantitative techniques (the sign of a hard-won scientific 
validity) and Roland Barthes’s and Paul Veyne’s descriptions of its nature 
as a literary genre. By shifting the terms of the antinomy, de Certeau at- 
tempted to establish under what conditions a discourse built by means of 
the procedures specific to historical work could be accepted as an ade- 
quate representation of the historical configuration that was its object. 
This obviously supposes a repudiation of any epistemology of immediate 
coincidence or transparency between knowledge and the true, between 
discourse and the real. But it also supposes thinking of the historical op- 
eration as a knowledge (which others might call evidential or conjec- 
tural), as an operation that is “scientific” in that it “means changing 
something which had its own definite status and role [here, the docu- 
ment, the archive], into something else which functions differently [the 
historical text].” It is because it succeeds in maintaining that primary ten- 
sion that de Certeau’s essay formulates—and anticipates—the terms of 
the debates on the organizing paradigms of historical discourse that have 
flourished in recent years. 

In loyalty to that epistemology of difference, all of de Certeau’s work 
as a historian was centered on the precise, careful analysis of the practices 
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by which men and women of past times appropriated, each in his or her 
own way, the codes and the places that were imposed on them, or else 
subverted the accepted rules to create new formalities. The practices proper 
to the language of the mystical are emblematic of these “arts of doing” 
or “doing with” that make use of the materials at hand and turn them to 
new purposes. In passing from one language to another, and by using 
metaphor (a way to muddle the canonical borders between fields of knowl- 
edge) and stripping words of their conventional meanings, mystical dis- 
course institutes the conditions of a communication that is like no other. 
Thus fashioned by reuse and displacement, it is capable of expressing 
a totally novel experience—of relating, in the first person, the internal 
speech that occurs on hearing, finally, “the One who speaks.” 

At a time when historians necessarily privileged the description of the 
mechanisms by which power, in all its forms, worked to produce control 
and constraint and to manufacture authority and conformity, Michel de 
Certeau recalled that “the ordinary man” is not without ruse or refuge in 
face of all the forces that attempt to dispossess and domesticate him: 


In a word, one might say that the mystical is a reaction against the appropriation 
of truth by the clerics, who started to become professionalized in the thirteenth _ 
century. It favored the illuminations of the illiterate, the experience of women, 
the wisdom of fools, the silence of the child; it opted for the vernacular lan- 
guages against the Latin of the schools. It maintained that the ignorant have com- 
petence in matters of faith. ... The mystical is the authority of the crowd, a fig- 
ure of the anonymous, that makes an indiscreet return in the field of the 
academic authorities.!? 


From L’invention du quotidien (The Practice of Everyday Life)2° to The 
Mystic Fable, de Certeau pursued the same quest in his search for the op- 
erative procedures of a creativity that institutions are powerless to check. 

Penser, c’est passer: To think is to pass through.2! Michel de Certeau 
thought much and passed through much. He was a traveler and a histo- 
rian, which are perhaps one and the same. But his journey never lacked 
coherence, and its detours were not really detours. For him, making his- 
tory always demanded elucidation of the relation between the discourse 
of knowledge and the body social that produced that discourse and in 
which it was inscribed. Far from making his history less “scientific,” that 
lucidity was its very condition of being. Hence the sharply focused reflec- 
tions on the discipline that have been examined here, which saw history 
simultaneously as a place and as a practice, as science and as writing. 
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Hence also de Certeau’s emphasis, in recognition of the discontinuities of 
history, on the tensions between the discourses of authority and rebel 
wills, tensions that permeate our present just as they did societies now 
dead. History is a place of experimentation, a way of bringing out differ- 
ences. It is knowledge of the other, hence of the self. 
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The Chimera of the Origin 
Archaeology of Knowledge, Cultural 


History, and the French Revolution 


il In this chapter, taking Michel Foucault’s work as a start- 
ing point, | propose an interpretation of the French Revolution that will 
relate the origins of that event not only to the new political discourses 
that appeared in France after the mid-eighteenth century but also (and 
more fundamentally) to the connections between discursive practices and 
other practices—deployed in registers different from the order of dis- 
course and not reducible to it. That Foucault’s work refers so frequently 
to the French Revolution justifies this approach. One preliminary ques- 
tion cannot be avoided, however: Is it so easy to enlist Foucault’s work in 
the service of a historian’s investigation aimed at rendering intelligible the 
motivations that, in the late eighteenth century, made a radical and sud- 
den rupture with the Old Regime thinkable, and hence possible? 

In fact, Foucault’s work does not readily lend itself to practical appli- 
cation by historians. Such a project supposes that a certain number of 
texts (books, articles, lectures, interviews, etc.) are to be considered as 
forming a body of works (“Foucault’s work”); that such a body of works 
can be assigned to an “author” whose proper name (“Foucault”) refers 
to a specific individual endowed with a unique life history; and that, 
based on the reading of this primary text (“Foucault’s work”), it is legit- 
imate to produce another discourse in the form of a commentary. Ac- 
cording to Foucault, however, those three operations are not as evident 
or as unmediated as they long seemed in the “traditional history of ideas.” ! 
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To begin with, Foucault removed the supposed universality of these 
operations by restoring their variability. Thus, by specifying the particu- 
lar historical conditions (juridical and political) that made the proper 
name a fundamental category in the classification of works (he calls this 
the “author-function”), he invites consideration of the reasons behind 
and the results of such an operation, which are to guarantee the unity of 
a body of works by ascribing it to one sole font of expression; to resolve 
the eventual contradictions between texts of the same “author,” explained 
by changes undergone as his or her life evolved; to establish a relation be- 
tween the works and the social world by setting the author, as an indi- 
vidual, in his or her time. 

Moreover, for Foucault, all the operations that designate and assign 
works must always be considered operations of selection and exclusion. 
How can a work be extracted from “the millions of traces left by an in- 
dividual after his death”? The answer to this question required a decision 
to separate (following criteria with neither stability nor universality) the 
texts constituting the work (“Foucault’s work”) from other texts, writ- 
ten or spoken, “without quality,” and thus not assignable to the “author- 
function.” | 

Finally, for Foucault those various operations—delimiting the works, 
attributing them to an author, and producing a commentary—are not 
neutral operations; they are borne along by the same function, a restric- 
tive and constraining function that aims at controlling discourses by clas- 
sifying, ordering, and distributing them. 

Foucault’s first and formidable challenge to his readers consists of un- 
dermining the foundations of the intelligibility and interpretation of any 
works (including Foucault’s own) in our configuration of knowledge. 
This creates a dizzying and unique tension in which any reading of a text 
of Foucault’s is always—simultaneously and necessarily—a question of 
work” [oeuvre], 
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that reading and of the ordinary concepts (“author, 
“commentary”) that govern relations with texts in our society. In a re- 
mark in “The Discourse on Language,” perhaps confessing something 
about himself, Foucault does not exempt the author from subjection to 
the categories governing the regime of discourse production at a particu- 
lar historical moment: | 


i think that, for some time, at least, the individual who sits down to write a text, 


at the edge of which lurks a possible oeuvre, resumes the functions of the author. 
What he writes and does not write, what he sketches out, even preliminary 
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sketches for the work, and what he drops as simple mundane remarks, all this in- 
terplay of differences is prescribed by the author-function. It is from his new po- 
sition, as an author, that he will fashion—from all he might have said, from all he 
says daily, at any time—the still shaky profile of his oeuvre.2 


The author’s assimilation of those categories that account for works in 
the common order of discourse is what makes possible the articulation 
between writing, understood as a free, fecund, and contingent practice, 
and the procedures that aim at controlling, organizing, and selecting dis- 
courses. Still, that the interpreter and the author both accept the conven- 
tions commanding the mode of assignment and classification of works 
does not mean those conventions can be considered neutral or universal. 

Foucault adds a second challenge. His entire project for critical and 
historical analysis of discourses is founded on an explicit objection to the 
concepts used in the “traditional history of ideas,” the most immediately 
mobilizable resource for understanding or helping others understand a 
text, a body of works, or an author. For Foucault, the postulate of the 
unity and coherence of a body of works, the attempt to show creative 
originality, and the inscription of meaning into discourse are all cate- 
gories that must be countered by constructing a different and indeed con- 
trary approach attentive to the discontinuities and regularities that con- 
strain the production of discourses. Understanding a set of statements 
thus supposes recourse to principles of intelligibility that challenge the 
old notions (which have hardly been spruced up in recent years) of the 
history of ideas. 

This raises a difficult question: Under what conditions is it possible to 
produce a “Foucauldian” reading of Foucault? That is, how can we read 
his works by starting from that “slender wedge” (as he writes ironically) 
that “consists not in dealing with meanings possibly lying behind this or 
that discourse, but with discourse as regular series and distinct events” 
and that permits “the introduction, into the very roots of thought, of no- 
tions of chance, discontinuity, and materiality”? Must we oppose Fou- 
cault to Foucault and place his efforts in the very categories he consid- 
ered powerless to render an adequate account of discourses? Or should 
we submit his works to the procedures of critical and genealogical analy- 
sis that they proposed and, by that token, reject what permits us to de- 
limit their uniqueness and singularity? Foucault was undoubtedly de- 
lighted to have fabricated this “tiny (odious, too, perhaps) device” that 
insinuates a vexing doubt into the very heart of commentary that claims 
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to pronounce on the meaning or the truth of his works. We can almost 
hear the metallic, lightning-swift laughter of Michel Foucault in this 
good joke on all—and they have been and will continue to be many— 
who attempt to read him. 


2 That laughter has an even more caustic tone to the his- 
torian who hopes to make intelligible the origins of the French Revolu- 
tion (or any other phenomenon). In one of his few texts explicitly devoted 
to the works of Nietzsche, probably his fundamental philosophical refer- 
ence, Foucault presents a devastating critique of the very notion of origin 
as historians are accustomed to using the term.‘ Because it justifies an 
endless quest for beginnings, and because it denies the originality of the 
events, which is supposed to be already present even before it occurs, the 
category of “origins” masks both the radical discontinuity of “emer- 
gences” (irreducible to any prefiguration) and the discordances separat- 
ing different series of discourse or practice. When history succumbs to 
“chimeras of the origin,” it purveys several presuppositions (without al- 
ways being aware of doing so): that every historical moment is a homo- 
geneous totality endowed with an ideal and unique significance present 
in each of its manifestations; that historical development (devenir) is or- 
ganized like a necessary continuity; that events are linked together, the 
one engendering the other in an uninterrupted flow that permits decree- 
ing one the “cause” or “origin” of the other. 

For Foucault, “genealogy” must part company with precisely these 
classic notions (totality, continuity, causality) if it strives for an adequate 
comprehension of ruptures and divergences. The first of the “particular 
traits of historical meaning, as Nietzsche understood it—the sense which 
opposes ‘wirkliche Historie’ to traditional history” is thus to transpose 
“the relationship ordinarily established between the eruption of an event 
and necessary continuity. An entire historical tradition (theological or na- 
tionalistic) aims at dissolving the singular event into an ideal continuity— 
as a teleological movement or a natural process. ‘Effective’ history, how- 
ever, deals with events in terms of their most unique characteristics, their 
most acute manifestations.” 

With a radicality permitted by the form he has chosen—a “commen- 
tary” on texts of Neitzsche’s—Foucault gives a totally paradoxical defini- 
tion of the event, paradoxical because it situates the contingent not among 
the accidents of the course of history or the choices of individuals, but in 
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transformations in relations of domination, which is what seems to his- 
torians the most determined aspect of events and the one least open to 
change: 


An event... is not a decision, a treaty, a reign, or a battle, but the reversal of a 
relationship of forces, the usurpation of power, the appropriation of a vocabulary 
turned against those who had once used it, a feeble domination that poisons itself 
as it grows lax, the entry of a masked “other.” The forces operating in history are 
not controlled by destiny or regulative mechanisms but respond to haphazard con- 
flicts. They do not manifest the successive forms of a primordial intention and their 
attraction is not that of a conclusion, for they always appear through the singular 


randomness of events. [My emphases] 


Teeming facts, multiple intentions, and interlocking actions thus can- 
not be ascribed to any system of determination capable of giving a ratio- 
nal interpretation of them, that is, of pronouncing on their meaning and 
their causes. Only by accepting this renunciation will “the historical sense 
free itself from the demands of a suprahistorical history.” For traditional 
historians the price to be paid is not small, since it is the abandonment of 
all claim to universality, a universality they hold as the condition of pos- 
sibility and the very object of historical comprehension. Foucault says, 
commenting on Nietzsche: 


“Effective” history differs from traditional history in being without constants. Noth- 
ing in man—not even his body—is sufficiently stable to serve as the basis for self- 
recognition or for understanding other men. The traditional devices for con- 
structing a comprehensive view of history and for retracing the past as a patient 
and continuous development must be systematically dismantled. Necessarily, we 
must dismiss those tendencies that encourage the consoling play of recognitions. 


3 On the ruins of what Foucault calls the “history no one 
does any more” (or should do), what is to be constructed? In several texts 
published from 1968 to 1970, at a turning point in his intellectual devel- 
opment, Foucault often refers to the practice of historians, an essential 
characteristic of which (“a certain use of discontinuity for the analysis of 
temporal series”) could be used to shore up intellectually his own project 
of acritical and genealogical description of discourse and to legitimize its 
strategy. The essence of “the effective work of historians” lies not in the 
invention of new objects but in a “systematic putting into play of the dis- 


THE CHIMERA OF THE ORIGIN 


55 


continuous” that breaks in fundamental ways with the sort of history 
imagined or consecrated by philosophy, which was a recital of continu- 
ities and an affirmation of the sovereignty of consciousness. Foucault says 
that “attempting to make historical analysis the discourse of the contin- 
uous and to make the human consciousness the original subject of all 
knowledge and all practice are two aspects of the same system of thought. 
Time is conceived in terms of totalization, and revolution is never any- 
thing but reaching awareness.”° 

Contrary to this “system of thought,” what Foucault calls “history as 
it is practiced today”—the history of economic conjunctures, demographic 
shifts, and social change that dominated the historical scene in the 1960s, 
following the leads of Fernand Braudel and Ernest Labrousse—considers 
multiple and articulated series each commanded by a specific principle of 
regularity, each tied to its own conditions of possibility. Contrary to what 
historians think they are doing (or say they are doing), this approach in 
no way banishes the event, any more than its preference for the long time 
span implies the identification of immobile structures. Quite the con- 
trary: it is by constructing homogeneous and distinct series that disconti- 
nuities can be identified and emergences situated. At a certain distance 
from both “philosophical history” and structural analysis, the history 
that deals in the serial treatment of massive archival materials (in “The 
Discourse on Language” Foucault mentions “official price-lists [mercuri- 
ales], title deeds, parish registers [and] harbor archives”) is neither the 
ongoing narration of ideal history, nor history in the Hegelian or Marx- 
ist manner, nor a structural description without events: 


History has long since abandoned its attempts to understand events in terms of 
cause and effect in the formless unity of some great evolutionary process, whether 
vaguely homogeneous or rigidly hierarchized. It did not do this in order to seek 
out structures anterior to, alien or hostile to the event. It was rather to establish 
those diverse converging, and sometimes divergent, but never autonomous series 
that enable us to circumscribe the “locus” of an event, the limits of its fluidity and 
the conditions of its emergence.® 


One can thus imagine a connection between the contingent singularity of 
emergences, as designated by “effective history,” and the regularities that 
govern temporal series, discursive or nondiscursive, that are the object of 
the historians’ empirical work. 

This leads Foucault to a dual conclusion, paradoxical in light of the 
naively antieventalized definition of Annales history, which associates the 
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series and the event and detaches the latter from any reference to a phi- 
losophy of the subject: 


The fundamental notions now imposed upon us are no longer those of con- 
sciousness and continuity (with their correlative problems of liberty and causality), 
nor are they those of sign and structure. They are notions, rather, of events and 
of series, with the group of notions linked to these; it is around such an ensemble 
that this analysis of discourse | am thinking of is articulated, certainly not upon 
those traditional themes which the philosophers of the past took for “living” his- 
tory, but on the effective work of historians.” 


4 Often Foucault opposed, term by term, his analysis aimed 
at discerning “discursive formations” and the history of ideas, that “old 
patch of ground cultivated to the point of exhaustion.”® To counter the 
traditional criteria for classifying and identifying discourses (“author,” 
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“text,” “work,” “discipline”), archaeological description relies on less 
immediately visible principles of delimitation. To quote from the “Ré- 
ponse au Cercle d’épistémologie”: “When, in a group of statements, one 
can discern and describe one system of dispersion, one type of enuncia- 
tive distance, one theoretical network, one field of strategic possibilities, 
one can be sure that they belong to what might be called a discursive for- 
mation.” ? We need to be on guard here for the differences between these 
notions and the apparently closely related or identical notions that seem 
appropriate for individualizing groups of utterances. The référentiel— 
principle of dispersion—of a series of discourses is not the stable, unique, 
and exterior “object” that is its supposed aim. It is defined by the rules of 
formation and transformation of the mobile and multiple objects that 
those discourses construct and posit as their referents. The écart énonct- 
atif—-enunciative distance—designates not one unique and codified form 
of enunciation considered inherent to a set of discourses but rather a 
régime d’énonciation—an enunciative pattern—that displays dispersed 
and heterogeneous statements related by a similar discursive practice. The 
réseau théorique—theoretical network—operates in the same fashion on 
the conceptual level, aiming at the rules of formation of notions (includ- 
ing their possible contradictions) rather than the presence of a system of 
permanent and coherent concepts. Finally, the champ des possibilités 
stratégiques—field of strategic possibilities—challenges any individual- 
ization of discourses based on the nature of their themes or their opin- 
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ions. What it designates is a similarity of theoretical choices, which can 
quite easily express contrary opinions or, inversely, differences in those 
choices short of a common set of themes. 

I have two reasons for recalling these four notions, which Foucault 
presents as fundamental to his archaeological description of discourses in 
1968 and 1969, although they no longer figure explicitly either in “The 
Discourse on Language” or in later works. First, just when he was inau- 
gurating a new way of working, Foucault used these various stages of 
analysis to give retrospective coherence to his past works. He character- 
izes each of his previous books as exploring, through the study of a par- 
ticular discursive formation, one specific problem in archaeological ana- 
lysis: “the emergence of a whole group of highly complex, interwoven 
objects” in his Histoire de la folie (1961); the forms of enunciation of dis- 
course in The Birth of the Clinic (1963); “the networks of concepts and 
their rules of formation” in The Order of Things (1966).1° Admittedly, in 
this reading Foucault describes his own labors with the aid of criteria 
(unity, coherence, meaning) that belong more to the history of ideas than 
to the archaeology he proposes. Nonetheless, it designates a fundamental 
departure from traditional approaches by considering discourses as prac- 
tices that obey rules of formation and operation. 

Hence—and this is a second reason for paying heed to the notions op- 
posed to the classical concepts of intellectual history—the need to con- 
sider how discursive practices are articulated with other practices of a 
different nature. This theme, which was to become central in Foucault’s 
work after Discipline and Punish, is sketched on several occasions in The 
Archaeology of Knowledge. Unlike direct and reductive causality, but 
also unlike the postulate of the “sovereign, sole independence of discourse,” 


archaeology ... reveals relations between discursive formations and non-discur- 
sive domains (institutions, political events, economic practices and processes). 
These rapprochements are not intended to uncover great cultural continuities, nor 
to isolate mechanisms of causality. Before a set of enunciative facts, archaeology 
does not ask what could have motivated them (the search for contexts of formu- 
lation) nor does it seek to rediscover what is expressed in them (the task of 
hermeneutics); it tries to determine how the rules of formation that govern it— 
and which characterize the positivity to which it belongs—may be linked to non- 
discursive systems: it seeks to define specific forms of articulation.!! 


This projected archaeology is particularly pertinent to reflection on 
the French Revolution and its origins. It maintains the exteriority and the 
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specificity of practices that are not in themselves of a discursive nature in 
relation to the discourses that, in many ways, are articulated based on 
those practices. Recognizing that access to such nondiscursive practices 
is possible only by deciphering the texts that describe them, prescribe 
them, prohibit them, and so on does not in itself imply equating the logic 
that commands them or the “rationality” that informs them with the 
practices governing the production of discourses. Discursive practice is 
thus a specific practice (Foucault calls it “strange”) that does not reduce 
all other “rules of practice” to its own strategies, regularities, and rea- 
sons. In this sense I must take issue with the current positions that assim- 
ilate social realities to discursive practices.!2 Such positions cancel out— 
wrongly, in my opinion—the radical difference separating “the formality 
of practices” (to cite a category of Michel de Certeau’s) and the rules or- 
ganizing the positivity of discourses. 

Maintaining the irreducibility of that gap leads us to question two 
ideas that recur throughout all strictly political history of the French Rev- 
olution: first, that it is possible to deduce the practices from the dis- 
courses that serve as their foundation and justification; second, that it is 
possible to translate the latent meaning of social operations into the terms 
of an explicit ideology. The first operation, classic in all the literature de- 
voted to the connections between the Enlightenment and the Revolution, 
credits the diffusion of “philosophical” ideas with the acts of rupture 
from the established authorities, thus supposing a direct, automatic, and 
transparent engendering of actions by thoughts. The second leads to the 
conclusion that the sociability of the voluntary associations (clubs, lit- 
erary societies, Masonic lodges) that proliferated during the eighteenth 
century was implicitly Jacobin, or that political practice during the first 
months of the Revolution already arose out of a terrorist ideology. 

Against these two operations of deduction and translation, a different 
articulation between sets of discourses and patterns of practice can and 
must be proposed. There is neither continuity nor necessity between the 
one and the other. If they are connected, it is not through causality or 
equivalence but through difference—through the gap that exists between 
the singular specificity of discursive practices and all other practices. 
Thus, with respect to the eighteenth century, we should stress the gap be- 
tween the (competing) discourses that, in representing the social world, 
proposed to refound it and the (multiple) practices that, as they came into 
being, were inventing new ways of dividing things up. 

This perspective can easily lead to characterizing the Enlightenment 
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somewhat differently. Instead of accepting the classic definition of the En- 
lightenment as a corpus of specific statements or a set of clear and distinct 
ideas, should we not rather see that term as covering a set of multiple and 
intermingled practices guided by a concern for common utility, which 
aimed at a new management of spaces and populations and whose mech- 
anisms (intellectual, institutional, social, and so on) imposed a complete 
reorganization of the systems for the perception and organization of the 
social world? Accepting this view leads to a profound reevaluation of the 
relation between the Enlightenment and the monarchy, since the latter, 
the target par excellence of philosophic discourse, was doubtless the most 
vigorous source of practices instituting reforms. Tocqueville clearly states 
this notion in book 3, chapter 6, of The Ancien Régime and the Revolution, 
which he titles “How Certain Practices [my emphasis] of the Central 
Power Completed the Revolutionary Education of the Masses.” Think- 
ing of the Enlightenment as a sheaf of practices without discourse (or 
outside discourse)—in any event, of practices irreducible to the ideolog- 
ical affirmations intended to justify them—is perhaps the surest way to 
avoid teleological readings of the French eighteenth century (which are 
more persistent than one might think) that view it from the standpoint of 
its necessary end point, the Revolution, and retain in it only what led to 
that supposedly necessary outcome: the Enlightenment. 


5 To establish a firm distinction between discursive prac- 
tices and nondiscursive practices is not to consider only the latter as 
belonging to “reality” or to the “social.” Against those (historians, in 
particular) who have “a very impoverished notion of the real,” Foucault 
states: 


We have to demystify the global instance of the real as a totality to be restored. 
There is no such thing as “the” real that can be reached by speaking about every- 
thing, or about certain things that are more “real” than others and that one would 
fail to grasp, to the profit of inconsistent abstractions, if one kept to showing other 
elements and other relations. One must perhaps also ask about the principle, often 
admitted implicitly, that the only reality history should lay claim to is society itself. 
A type of rationality, a way of thinking, a program, a technology, a set of rational 
and coordinated efforts, of definite and actively pursued objectives, instruments to | 
attain this goal—all that is of reality, even if it does not claim to be “reality” itself 
or the whole of “society.” !3 
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Thus Foucault breaks down the division, long held to be fundamental 
to historical practice, between living experience, institutions, and rela- 
tions of domination on the one hand and texts, representations, and in- 
tellectual constructs on the other. The real weighs equally on either side: 
all such elements constitute “fragments of reality” whose arrangement 
we must grasp in order to “see the interplay and the development of di- 
verse realities that articulate with one another: a program, the connec- 
tion that explains it, the law that gives it constraining force, and so on, 
are just as much realities (although in another mode) as the institutions 
that give it body or the comportments more or less faithfully added to it.” 14 


6 “What is the status of the reality that rationality repre- 
sents in modern Western societies?” !5 Foucault’s question helps us un- 
derstand why he gives the Enlightenment central importance, and also 
why his historical analysis of the formation and the functions of ratio- 
nality is not a critique of reason. ‘To recognize the contradiction between 
the emancipating philosophy of the Enlightenment and the dispositions, 
reliant on Enlightenment ideas, that multiplied constraints and controls 
is not a denunciation of the rationalist ideology as the matrix of the re- 
pressive practices characteristic of contemporary societies. As Foucault 
puts it, “What reader will I surprise by stating that analysis of the disci- 
plinary practices of the eighteenth century is not a way of making Becca- 
ria responsible for the Gulag?”!° Establishing such a connection would 
be doubly mistaken: first, by constituting ideology as the determining in- 
stance of social operations, whereas all regimes of practices are endowed 
with a regularity, logic, and reason of their own, irreducible to the dis- 
courses that justify them; second, by ascribing the mobile and problem- 
atic figures of the division between the true and the false to a referential, 
original rationality, given, once and for all, as “the” rationality. Ten years 
before the bicentennial of the French Revolution, Foucault wrote (per- 
haps imprudently): “As for the Aufklarung, I know no one among those 
who do historical analyses who sees it as the factor responsible for total- 
itarianism. I think, what is more, that posing the problem in such a fash- 
ion would not be of any interest.”!7 His warning seems to me another 
way of stressing the oversimplification of any analysis of the Revolution 
that plays the game of retrospective dovetailing to inscribe 1793 in 1789, 
Jacobinism in the decisions of the National Assembly, and terrorist vio- 
lence in the theory of the general will. 
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7 The French Revolution is present in all of Foucault’s 
major books from the Histoire de la folie to Discipline and Punish. In 
none of them, however, is it considered a time of total and global rupture 
reorganizing all intellectual disciplines, discourses, and practices. What 
is essential lies elsewhere, in the disparities that run throughout the Rev- 
olution and in the continuities that place it within longer time spans. 
When, in The Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault sums up the analysis 
of the discursive formations identified in his earlier books, he stresses dis- 
parities: 


The idea of a single break suddenly, at a given moment, dividing all discursive for- 
mations, interrupting them in a single moment and reconstituting them in accor- | 
dance with the same rules—such an idea cannot be sustained. ... Thus the French 
Revolution—since up to now all archaeological analyses have been centered on 
it—does not play the role of an event exterior to discourse, whose divisive effect 
one is under some kind of obligation to discover in all discourses; it functions as a 
complex, articulated, describable group of transformations that left a number of 
positivities intact, fixed for a number of others rules that are still with us, and also 
established positivities that have recently disappeared or are still disappearing be- 


fore our eyes.'8 


“Let the friends of the Weltanschauung be disappointed” by this removal 
of the event from all possibility for a noncontradictory totalization. 

Unlike the certitude of a radical accession to power or an absolute in- 
auguration, which suffuses the words and decisions of the actors in the 
event, Foucault’s insistence on the discordances that separate the various 
discursive series (the ones invented or transformed with the Revolution 
or the ones in no way affected by it) recalls forcefully that the reflective 
and voluntary portion of human action does not necessarily provide the 
meaning of historical processes. Tocqueville and Cochin—the two au- 
thors usually hailed by the historians who plead most forcefully for a 
return to the primacy of politics, of the idea, and of consciousness— 
demonstrate this point by stressing that in reality the men of the Revolu- 
tion did the opposite of what they said and thought they were doing. The 
revolutionaries proclaimed an absolute rupture with the Old Regime, but 
they strengthened and completed its work of centralization. The enlight- 
ened elites claimed to contribute to the common good within peaceful so- 
ciétés de pensée loyal to their king, but they invented the terrorist mech- 
anisms of Jacobin democracy. 

The point here is not whether these two analyses are accurate but that 
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they refuse to conceive of the Revolution according to its own categories— 
beginning with the proclamation of a radical discontinuity between the 
new political era and the old society. The intelligibility of the event sup- 
poses, to the contrary, a gap between it and the awareness its actors had 
of it. That the revolutionaries believed in the absolute efficacy of politics, 
invested with the dual task of refounding the body social and regenerat- 
ing the individual, does not oblige us to share their illusion. That the 
Revolution can be characterized above all as “a political phenomenon, a 
profound transformation of political discourse involving powerful new 
forms of political symbolization, experientially elaborated in radically 
novel modes of political action that were as unprecedented as they were 
unanticipated,” !? does not mean the history of the event need be written 
in its own language. 

With Discipline and Punish and the texts that prepared or surrounded 
it, analysis seems to encroach on the Revolution. In no way does Foucault 
consider its chronological stages or the succession of political events ger- 
mane to resolving the question he poses, which is, “Why did the physical 
exercise of punishment (which is not torture) replace, with the prison that 
is its institutional support, the social play of the signs of punishment and 
the prolix festival that circulated them?”29 An attempt to understand 
why incarceration was placed at the center of the modern punitive system 
(the aim of Discipline and Punish) leads Foucault to determine a specific 
domain of objects and to construct a temporality of his own that bears 
little resemblance to the usual periodizations. Indeed, he situates the for- 
mation of the “disciplinary society” that invented the technologies of 
subjection and the methods of surveillance the prison both inherits and 
exemplifies between the age of French classicism and the mid-nineteenth 
century. 

As Foucault’s analysis advances, he establishes a number of temporal 
divisions: from the late eighteenth century to the early nineteenth for the 
shift to a penal policy of detention; the decades from 1760 to 1840 for 
the reduction of torture and the transformation of the economy of ille- 
galism; the period from the latter half of the seventeenth century to the 
nineteenth century for perfecting disciplinary techniques in military, med- 
ical, and educational institutions and manufacturing concerns. He as- 
signs to the “conjuncture” of the eighteenth century the fundamental fact 
of the universalizing of disciplines made necessary by an enormous pop- 
ulation increase, the growth of the mechanisms (not only the economic 
mechanisms) of production, and the domination of the bourgeoisie. For 
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Foucault, in fact, modes of discipline and liberties, “everyday panopti- 
cisms” and juridical norms, are indissociable mechanisms that ensured 
and perpetuated a new and socially designated hegemony: 


Historically, the process by which the bourgeoisie became in the course of the 
eighteenth century the politically dominant class was masked by the establishment 
of an explicit, coded, and formally egalitarian juridical framework, made possible 
by the organization of a parliamentary, representative regime. But the develop- 
ment and the generalization of disciplinary mechanisms constituted the other, dark 
side of these processes. ... The real, corporal disciplines constituted the founda- 
tion of the formal, juridical liberties.2! 


Foucault’s analysis, which he repeats elsewhere,22 seems surprising today 
for its borrowings from the most rudimentary sort of Marxism of the 
unified concept of a bourgeoisie, the category of formal liberties, and a 
model of historical development that substitutes one dominant class for 
another. What interests me here is not those highly debatable interpreta- 
tions but that Foucault inscribes the revolutionary period, as he does the 
periodizations organizing his demonstration, within a longer time span, 
hence eliminating its singularity. 

Thus Foucault traces a perspective for historical comprehension that 
uncouples the significance of the event from the consciousness of indi- 
viduals. This makes it possible to consider the Revolution and the En- 
lightenment as belonging—together—to a long-term process that em- 
braces them and reaches beyond and to see them both, although with 
different modalities, as tending toward the same ends and inhabited by 
similar expectations. Alphonse Dupront expressed this notion forcefully 
(but without sociological oversimplification): 


The world of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution stand like two mani- 
festations (or epiphenomena) of a greater process—the definition of a society of 
independent men without myths or religions (in the traditional sense of the term); 
a “modern” society; a society with no past and no traditions; [a society] of the 
present, wholly open toward the future. The true connections of cause and effect 
between the one and the other are those of this common dependence on a 
broader and more whole historical phenomenon than their own.23 


3 


The “veritable Revolution,” as Dupront writes, is not the complex of 
events that the actors—and often the historians—have designated as such, 
but “a broader historical development . . . that is essentially the passage 
from a traditional mythology (a mythology of religion, of sacralities, of 
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religious and political authority) to a new mythology, or renewed com- 
mon faith, one of whose most vehement affirmations is that it does not 
care to be or know itself to be mythical.”24 


8 The relation between the Revolution and the Enlighten- 
ment is central to Foucault’s commentary, in 1983, on two texts of Kant’s: 
“What Is Enlightenment?” (1784) and the second dissertation of The 
Conflict of the Faculties (1798).25 In his analysis of the latter text, Fou- 
cault follows Kant’s demonstration step by step as Kant attempts to show 
how the French Revolution constituted an indisputable “historical sign” 
of the existence of a permanent cause guaranteeing the constant progress 
of the human race. To do so, Kant distinguishes between the Revolution 
as a grandiose event and voluntary enterprise and the Revolution as pro- 
ducing among all peoples “a wishful participation that borders closely on 
enthusiasm.” As a historical process the Revolution, which accumulated 
miseries and atrocities, could just as easily have failed as succeeded, and 
in any event its price was so high that it dissuaded imitations forever. 
Thus it cannot be held as a demonstration of the ineluctable progress of 
the human race—one might say quite the contrary. On the other hand, 
the welcome given to that event attests to the force of the “moral ten- 
dency of the human race,” which urges men to give themselves a freely 
chosen constitution in harmony with natural law (“one, namely, in which 
the citizens obedient to the law, besides being united, ought also to be leg- 
islative”) and “created in such a way as to avoid, by its very nature, prin- 
ciples permitting offensive war.” 

The Revolution, or more accurately the reactions it set loose, revealed 
a “predisposition” in human nature that “permits people to hope for 
Progress” more fundamental than the hazards of the event in which it is 
manifest. Hence Kant states, “Now I claim to be able to predict to the 
human race—even without prophetic insight—according to the aspects 
and omens of our day, the attainment of this goal. That is, I predict its 
progress toward the better which, from now on, turns out to be no longer 
completely regressive.” In itself, neither the course nor the outcome of the 
Revolution counts; its importance lies in its giving spectacular visibility to 
the virtualities underlying both the Aufklarung and the philosopher’s task: 


Enlightenment of the masses is the public instruction of the people in its duties and 
rights vis-a-vis the state to which they belong. Since only natural rights and rights 
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arising out of the common human understanding are concerned here, then the 
natural heralds and expositors of these among the people are not officially ap- 
pointed by the state but are free professors of law, that is philosophers who, pre- 
cisely because this freedom is allowed to them, are objectionable to the state, 
which always desires to rule alone; and they are decried, under the name of en- 
lighteners, as persons dangerous to the state.2¢ 


With the commentary on these texts that opened his course at the Col- 
lége de France in 1983-84, Foucault intended to show that Kant not only 
originated the philosophical tradition that holds as central the question 
of the conditions of possibility of true knowledge (which Foucault calls 
an “analytic of the truth”) but was also the first to constitute the present 
as an object of philosophical interrogation. In both of Kant’s texts (1784 
and 1798), “discourse has to return to a consideration of its actuality: 
first, to find its own place in it; second, to say what it means; finally, to 
specify the mode of action it is capable of exerting within that actual- 
ity.”2” This reference to the basis of a critical tradition that considers 
“the question of the present as a philosophical event to which the philos- 
opher who speaks of it belongs” seems to me to characterize the work of 
Foucault even better than the formula so often cited: “My books aren’t 
treatises in philosophy or studies of history; at most, they are philosoph- 
ical fragments put to work in a historical field of problems.” 


9 


In the last years of the eighteenth century, European culture outlined a structure 
that has not yet been unraveled; we are only just beginning to disentangle a few of 
the threads, which are still so unknown to us that we immediately assume them 
to be either marvelously new or absolutely archaic, whereas for two hundred 
years (no less, yet not much more) they have constituted the dark, but firm web 


of our experience.28 


In The Birth of the Clinic as later in Discipline and Punish, Foucault sit- 
uates the constitution of the discourses and practices that provide the 
basis for “modernity” in the half century (roughly speaking) from 1770- 
80 to 1830-40, which included the Revolution. 

Foucault’s characterization of that decisive period has often been badly 
misunderstood. Although it was indeed the moment in which disciplinary 
procedures, the technologies of surveillance, and panoptical mechanisms 
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were constituted as the essential methods for organizing and controlling 
social space, that does not mean they actually gridded, policed, and dis- 
ciplined the social world. Their proliferation shows their weakness, not 
their efficacy: “When I speak of a ‘disciplinary’ society, that does not 
imply a ‘disciplined society.’ When I speak of the diffusion of discipline, 
it is not to assert that ‘the French are obedient’! In the analysis of the pro- 
cedures put into effect for instituting norms there is no ‘thesis of a nor- 
malization.’ As if, precisely, all those developments were not on the scale 
of a perpetual lack of success.”2? There is thus a “reverse” side to the his- 
tory of disciplinary measures—-a reverse of interwoven resistances, devi- 
ations, and illegalities. To combat oversimplified readings of his work, 
Foucault recalls the force of rebellious practices that respond in various 
ways to the microtechniques of constraint: 


Resistances to the Panopticon will have to be analysed in tactical and strategic terms, 
positing that each offensive from the one side serves as leverage for a counter- 
offensive from the other. The analysis of power-mechanisms has no built-in tendency 
to show power as being at once anonymous and always victorious. It is a matter 
rather of establishing the positions occupied and modes of action used by each of the 
forces at work, the possibilities of resistance and counter-attack on either side.3° 
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“Strategy,” “tactics,” “offensive,” counteroffensive,” “positions,” “coun- 
terattack”: the military vocabulary indicates that even if it is not equal, 
the battle between the procedures of subjection and the comportment of 
the “subjected” always takes the form of confrontation, not enslavement. 
It is in that confrontation that “we must hear the distant roar of battle.”31 

The late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were fundamental 
also because they constructed a new figure of power, anonymous, au- 
tonomous, and operating through practices that are not accompanied or 
legitimated by any discourse. That conception of power, which inhabits 
all the measures that aim at rendering it both constraining and hidden, 
widely disseminated and coherent, managed and automatic, must by no 
means be confused with Foucault’s concept of power. Here again Fou- 
cault reacts vigorously to a misinterpretation frequently committed by 


the critics (and the adepts) of Discipline and Punish: 

The automaticity of power, the mechanical nature of the devices in which it takes 
shape, is absolutely not the thesis of the book. It is rather the idea in the eighteenth 
century that such a power would be possible and desirable; it is the theoretical and 
practical search for such mechanisms; it is the desire to organize such devices, 
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ceaselessly manifested at the time, that constitutes the object of analysis. Studying 
the way people attempted to rationalize power—for which a new “economy” of 
the relations of power was conceived in the eighteenth century—and showing the 
important role that the themes of the machine, of the gaze, of surveillance, of 
transparency, and so on, played in them, is not to say either that power is a ma- 
chine or that an idea of the sort was born mechanically.32 


Confusion between the “thesis” and the “object” has been one of the 
major and recurrent reasons for misunderstanding Foucault’s work. It 
marked the readings given to the famous lecture “Qu’est-ce qu’un au- 
teur?” which Foucault gave on 22 February 1969 to the Société Frangaise 
de Philosophie, readings that have often (and wrongly) equated the ques- 
tion posed (the conditions of the emergence and distribution of the “au- 
thor-function,” defined as the mode of classifying discourses that assigns 
them to a proper name) and the theme of the “death of the author,” 
which bases the meaning of works on the impersonal and automatic func- 
tioning of language.33 Foucault corrects just such a mistaken view of the 
intentions of his work in his reply to Lucien Goldmann’s objections dur- 
ing the debate that followed his lecture: 


The death of man is a theme that allows light to be shed on the way the concept 
of man has functioned in knowledge. . . . It is not a matter of affirming that man is 
dead; it is a matter of seeing, based on the theme—which is not of my invention 
[and] has been repeated incessantly since the late nineteenth century—that man 
is dead (or that he is about to disappear, or that he will be replaced by the super- 
man), in what manner and according to what rules the concept of man has been 
formed and has functioned. | have done the same thing with the notion of the au- 
thor. Let us hold back our tears.3# 


10 When Foucault distinguishes, as in The Archaeology of 
Knowledge, between discursive formations and practices that “are not 
themselves of a discursive nature,” when he shows, as in Discipline and 
Punish, how practices without discourse come to contradict, invalidate, 
or “vampirize” (the word is Michel de Certeau’s)35 the proclamations of 
ideology, Foucault’s work retains all its critical pertinence today, regard- 
ing both the “semiological challenge” and the “return to politics.” 

We all know of the “linguistic turn” proposed to historians of texts and 
practices: to hold language as a closed system of signs that produce mean- 
ing merely by the way their relations function; to think of social reality 
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as being constituted by language, independent of any objective reference.?¢ 
In contrast to these formulations, Foucault (perhaps paradoxically for 
those who made a structuralist of him, a label he always vehemently re- 
jected)37 helps us recal] that one cannot reduce the practices that make 
up the social world to the “rationality” that governs discourses. The logic 
commanding the operations that construct institutions, dominations, and 
relations is not the same hermeneutic, logocentric, scriptural logic that 
produces discourses. That practices, articulated with but not homolo- 
gous to discourses, are not reducible to discourses can be considered the 
fundamental partitioning principle in all cultural history, which is by that 
token invited to avoid unguarded use of the category of “text,” too often 
used to designate practices whose procedures in no way obey the “order 
of discourse.” 

The theme of the “return to politics” often (though not always, as 
Keith Baker’s work proves) figures as the inverse of the “linguistic turn.” 
Far from postulating that the production of meaning is automatic, it 
stresses the liberty of the subject, the part reflection plays in action, and 
the autonomy of decisions. Hence it rejects all initiatives that aim at es- 
tablishing determinations individuals are not conscious of, while it 
affirms the primacy of the political, held to be the most comprehensive 
and most significant level in all societies.78 Here too Foucault helps define 
a perspective opposed, term by term, to that proposition—first, by con- 
sidering the individual not in the supposed liberty of his or her own sep- 
arate “I” but as constructed by the configurations, discursive or social, 
that determine its historical figures; and second, by postulating not the 
absolute autonomy of politics but, at each particular historical moment, 
its dependence on the balance of tensions that both fashions its devices 
and results from its efficacy. | 


a1 Foucault revolutionized history in two ways. First, after 
him it has become impossible to consider the objects whose history the 
historian claims to write as “natural objects,” as universal categories 
whose historical variations (be they madness, medicine, state, or sexuality) 
the historian simply notes. Behind the lazy convenience of vocabulary, 
what we need to recognize are singular demarcations, specific distribu- 
tions, and particular “positivities” produced by differentiated practices 
that construct figures (of knowledge or of power) irreducible to one an- 
other. As Paul Veyne has written, 
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Foucault’s philosophy is not a philosophy of the “discourse,” but a philosophy of 
relation. For “relation” is the name of what some have designated as “structure.” 
Instead of a world made of subjects or of objects or of their dialectic, of a world 
in which consciousness knows its objects in advance or is itself what the objects 
make of it, we have a world in which relation is primary; it is structures that give 
their objective faces to matter. In this world we do not play chess with eternal fig- 
ures like the king and the fool [the bishop]; the figures are what the successive 
configurations on the playing board make of them.39 


Thus there are no historical objects that predate the relations that con- 
stitute them; there is no field of discourse or of reality delimited in a sta- 
ble and unmediated fashion: “Things are only the objectivations of de- 
terminate practices, the determinants of which must be brought to light, 
since consciousness does not conceive them.” Thus it is by identifying the 
demarcations and exclusions constituting the objects history gives itself 
that history can conceive of them not as the circumstantial expressions of 
a universal category but, quite the contrary, as “individual and even sin- 
gular constellations.”4° 

To transform the definition of the object of history is necessarily to 
modify the forms of writing. In his commentary on Discipline and Pun- 
ish, Michel de Certeau stressed the rhetorical displacement (and the per- 
ils) implied by a history of practices without discourses that constructs 
these “panoptical fictions”: 


When theory, instead of being a discourse upon other preexistent discourses, 
ventures into non-verbal or pre-verbal domains in which there are only practices 
without accompanying discourse, certain problems arise. There is a sudden shift, 
and the usually reliable foundation of language is missing. The theoretical opera- 
tion suddenly finds itself at the limits of its normal terrain, like a car at the edge of 
a cliff. Beyond, nothing but the sea. Foucault works on this cliff when he attempts 
to invent a discourse that can speak of non-discursive practices.*! 


Hence in Discipline and Punish there is a contradictory écriture that orga- 
nizes the discourse on knowledge according to the very procedures that are 
its object and, at the same time, constructs “panoptical fictions” to exhibit 
and subvert the foundations of the punitive rationality established at the end 
of the eighteenth century. As de Certeau says, “On a first level, Foucault’s 
theoretical text is still organized by the panoptical procedures it elucidates. 
But on a second level, this panoptical discourse is only a stage where a nar- 
rative machinery reverses our triumphant panoptical epistemology.” 42 
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42 “At the edge of the cliff.” The image is a vivid expres- 
sion of the disquietude appropriate to any history that attempts the oper- 
ation, at the limit of the possible, of accounting, within the order of dis- 
course, for the “reason” for practices—both the dominant practices that 
organize norms and institutions and the scattered and minor practices 
that make up the fabric of daily experience or introduce illegalities. 

But there is help for all who draw close to the edge of that cliff: in the 
work and the thought that were always “situated at the point where 
an archaeology of problematizations and a genealogy of practices . . . 
intersect.” 49 
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Discourses and Practices 


On the Origins of the French Revolution 


After the high waters of 1989, there seemed nothing left 
to say about the French Revolution, its origins, or its significance. Since 
then, however, a number of books and articles have returned to the 
debates that were launched (or should have been raised) during the bi- 
centennial year. At the time, the leading issues historians discussed, in 
complex and intertwined ways, were the political reading of the French 
Revolution, the historical interpretation of its causes or its origins, and 
the very definition of what can and must be the historical intelligibility of 
an event. A consideration of the works published since that date will pro- 
vide a clearer focus on a book of mine published in 1990.! Critics per- 
ceived and understood this book very differently: some found it “strongly 
idealistic” and wholly inspired by the “linguistic turn” that had been the 
basis, in the United States, for an analysis of political language; others 
saw it as grounded in a cultural sociology emphasizing (too strongly for 
some tastes) practices and mechanisms rather than ideas and theories. 


Let us begin with a classical problem—the relation be- 
tween the Enlightenment and the French Revolution. Some found it ex- 
cessively provocative to ask, contrary to the traditional formulation (that 
the Enlightenment produced the Revolution), how the Revolution con- 
structed or “invented” the Enlightenment. Obviously that proposition 
was not intended as a denial of the existence of the Enlightenment as a 
major historical event; rather, it was aimed at understanding how the rev- 
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olutionaries erected a pantheon of authors and a corpus of ideas into 
which they read an anticipation and a legitimation of that event. The op- 
eration supposes, simultaneously, that they selected among all the possi- 
ble authors and writings and that they reduced to unity an extreme di- 
versity of opinions and positions. Using a broad variety of oratorical, 
ceremonial, iconographic, and textual devices, the revolutionaries worked 
to transform a plural ideological heritage into a necessarily unified polit- 
ical genealogy. 

Two sorts of remarks arose regarding how the Revolution reworked the 
Enlightenment. First, some scholars investigated the multiple differentia- 
tions that had fragmented the world of the Enlightenment: radical utopian 
thinkers versus practical reformers (Franco Venturi); “High Enlighten- 
ment” versus “Low-Life of Literature” or the “Rousseau du ruisseau” 
(Robert Darnton); provincial elites versus the men of letters of the capital 
(Daniel Roche); the generation of the encyclopédistes versus the prophet- 
philosophers of the 1780s (Vincenzo Ferrone); the “intellectual Enlight- 
enment” versus the “popular, nonintellectual Enlightenment” (Aram 
Vartanian). Such differences of position and stance, of generation, and of 
epistemological model depicted a more fractured and diverse reality than 
had long been proposed when the Enlightenment was equated with a 
body of stable, commonly shared propositions. 

Second, other scholars took a harder look at how the French Revolu- 
tion related to history. A paradox underlies that relation, because al- 
though that event can be thought of as a rupture that set off something 
new—as an absolute beginning—it is also written of in reference to a past 
that justified and shaped it. In that sense the relation of the Revolution to 
the Enlightenment cannot be separated from the relation of the Revolu- 
tion to classical antiquity. The election to the pantheon that was literal in 
the case of Rousseau and symbolic in that of Mably clearly shows the con- 
nection between these two founding references. But the reconstruction of 
an inspiring or exemplary past was not without tensions or conflicts. Just 
as the Spartan model and the Roman model were far from being unani- 
mously accepted,2 the Enlightenment was not the same for everyone who 
took part in the Revolution. As several German historians have suggested 
(Thomas Schleich, Rolf Reichardt, Hans-Jiirgen Liisebrink), each of the 
various revolutionary parties constructed its own “Enlightenment,” and 
tracing the history of this process in which multiple interpretations and 
conflicting customs clash leads in a quite different direction from a history 
of ideas moving too hastily to postulate a unity of meaning. 
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Naturally this approach touches the heart of any history of the cultural 
origins of the French Revolution. Several things are involved: first, broad- 
ening the usual questionnaire of intellectual history to take into account 
not only conceptual products but also (and especially) collective repre- 
sentations and forms of belief; next, restoring to institutions and forms of 
sociability their unique dynamism rather than considering them as sim- 
ply accepting or rejecting ideas and theories; finally, refusing to reduce 
nondiscursive practices to the discourses that, in a variety of ways, were 
intended to legitimate, condemn, represent, control, or organize them. By 
doing all these things, such a perspective also aims at resisting two oper- 
ations frequent in the historiography of the French Revolution and its ori- 
gins: on the one hand, deducing practices from thoughts, thoughts from 

' readings, and readings from texts; on the other hand, translating social 
functions in terms of an explicit ideology. : 

The first of these two operations lent support to the traditional view 
that tied the revolutionary rupture to a wider and wider dissemination of 
philosophical ideas. When this view, stated with prudence and subtlety, 
was shifted from the great classics of the Enlightenment to the texts that 
the eighteenth-century book trade called “philosophical books” (critical 
pamphlets, scandalmongering chronicles, anticlerical satires, pornographic 
works), it provided Robert Darnton with a basis for evaluating the “sub- 
versive violence of clandestine literature.” Thanks to the circulation of 
print works, seditious texts depicting the despotic corruption of the 
monarchy or the depraved mores of the court engendered a change in 
thought and in representations, henceforth detached from old loyalties. 
“This corrosion operated in two ways: at the level of ideas, the writings 
of Voltaire and d’Holbach openly denounced the falsities of the systems 
of orthodoxy that supported the church and the crown; at the level of 
representations, the pamphlets and scandalmongering chronicles desac- 
ralized by throwing mud on the monarchy and all the values that struc- 
tured its political rationality.” 

Still, if we draw too close a connection between the subversion con- 
tained in the texts and the “revolution” worming its way into people’s 
minds, we risk destroying the specificity of the mechanisms by which 
books and pamphlets acquired meaning. Those mechanisms depended in 
part on the way the texts themselves organized the plurality of ways they 
could be understood. This was the case, for example, with the porno- 
graphic pamphlets exposing Marie-Antoinette’s dissolute sexuality. These 
works operated on several levels, involving the conventions of erotic lit- 
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erature, means for producing effects taken as true, games of court politics, 
denunciatory rhetoric, and more.’ But the intelligibility of clandestine lit- 
erature also depended on the “horizon of reception” it encountered; hence 
the hypothesis that some forms of detachment from the sovereign, the 
monarchy, and the old order should be understood as a condition for the 
success of such literature rather than as the result of the circulation of 


99 


“philosophical books.” “Sedition was hatching,” Darnton writes. “It was 
instilled in people’s minds. ... We know for certain that it was commu- 
nicated by a formidable instrument—the book.”> Why should we not 
think that the same “sedition” was already present and inhabited actions, 
emotions, and thoughts that owed nothing to reading the written word 
in any form? 

This is what Arlette Farge suggests in her analysis of the mauvais pro- 
pos or mauvais discours aimed at the king that interested both the police 
spies and the writers of sensational newssheets. She states conclusively, 
“Popular opinion did not emerge from the cumulative reading of pam- 
phlets and placards; it was not unilinear and did not base arguments on 
the sum total of what it read.” Thus Farge disputes the interpretation 
that saw the increase in seditious writings in the last two or three decades 
of the ancien régime as the matrix of a desacralization of the monarchy 
that opened the way to radical and universal criticism. Statements of dis- 
approval or hatred of the sovereign, attacks on his acts, and expressions 
of a desire to kill him did not arise from the flourishing clandestine liter- 
ature. Nor did they start with Damiens’s attempt to assassinate Louis XV, 
which, rather than unleashing a proliferation of regicide discourse, per- 
suaded the authorities of the reality of Jansenist and Jesuit plots and set 
them in hot pursuit of such literature. For Arlette Farge, “the failed mur- 
der of Louis XV had a ready-made public opinion; it tells us more about 
the monarchy’s reactions than about any new and original turn of popu- 
lar thought.”” That remark lends support to a second idea: the symbolic 
and affective disinvestment that transformed relations with authority when 
it was deprived of all transcendence was manifested (but not caused) 
by the wide diffusion—even the very wide diffusion—of “philosophical 
books.” The erosion of the founding myths of the monarchy, the de- 
sacralization of royal symbols, and the distancing of the person of the 
king formed a body of representations that was “already there,” ready to 
welcome the radical denunciations of the subversive literature of the 1770s 
and 1780s. 

To think of social practices as autonomous implies a rejection of the 
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operation that translates them into ideological terms. An exemplary il- 
lustration of just that sort of approach is the thesis of Augustin Cochin, 
picked up by Francois Furet, that the operation of the sociétés de pensée 
in the eighteenth century (Freemasonry in particular) was Jacobin. Inde- 
pendent of the explicit intentions of the Masonic lodges and the sociétés, 
and independent of the particularities of their social recruitment, their 
egalitarian practice, aimed at producing consensus and eliminating dis- 
sent, was seen as constituting the matrix of the pure democracy and the 
terrorist practice of Jacobinism in both the clubs and the revolutionary 
government. Fred E. Schrader’s book has taken this thesis that detaches 
from individual wills and consciences the significance of the “social ma- 
chine” at work in the sociétés de pensée and the Masonic lodges and has 
placed it within the context of Cochin’s polemical Durkheimism.® For 
Cochin, making use of Durkheim was above all a way to comprehend 
democracy in much the same way that republican sociology comprehends 
religion—as a social fact whose meaning cannot be reduced to the explicit 
statements it produces, which, indeed, mask the way it really works. 
Hence the genealogy of the democratic ideology whose terrorist potential 
is to be identified, on the practical level, in the peaceful societies of the 
Enlightenment. Social operations thus find their translation in the form 
of a theory of Jacobinism. 

This thesis, although intellectually powerful, fails to take adequate 
account of the actual practice of the Masonic lodges. For one thing, as 
Margaret Jacob has stressed, they could hardly have been said to be char- 
acterized by the exercise of direct democracy. Quite the contrary, partic- 
ularly in France, ancien régime practices continued to predominate in 
their operations—hereditary transfer of prestigious offices; the power of 
dignitaries; a social exclusiveness that prohibited fraternizing within Ma- 
sonic circles with people who were not one’s own sort in the social world 
at large. For another thing, if the social mechanisms proper to the Ma- 
sonic lodges, in and of themselves, followed a democratic, revolutionary, 
and terrorist logic, how are we to account for the gap between the uni- 
versality of Freemasonry and the exceptional nature of French Jacobin- 
ism? As Jacob says, “If the Masonic lodges were the seedbeds of Jacobin- 
ism, then why did they not spawn it in Philadelphia in 1780 or in Brussels 
and Amsterdam in the 1790s?”9 | 


Giving central importance to relations between practice 
and discourse—between “nondiscursive systems” and “enunciative facts,” | 
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to quote Foucault in L’archéologie du savoir (The Archeology of Knowl- 
edge)—leads to a shift of emphasis to detachments not expressed in dis- 
course (or at least not in explanatory, justificative discourse), to the rela- 
tive independence of systems of representation from the circulation of 
texts, and to the construction of a political culture built on ordinary ex- 
periences and daily conflicts. Putting the question of the cultural origins 
of the French Revolution in these terms does not imply that its causes 
were entirely and uniquely of a cultural sort. Far from supposing a 
“strongly idealistic opinion” that conceives of the Revolution as “purely 
subjective” (as Paolo Viola states in a review of my book in L’Indice), 
such an approach tries to understand why, at a given moment in the tra- 
jectory of the ancien régime, the swift and radical destruction of the 
foundations of the old order became so easily intelligible, so decipher- 
able, and so broadly accepted. ‘To draw up an inventory of changes in rep- 
resentation and sensitivity that made that break conceivable is not to say 
that those changes produced that break. 

Asking that sort of question of cultural history does not entail sub- 
jecting the set of problems connected with the origins of the French Rev- 
olution to the “linguistic turn” and the “semiological challenge.” That 
perspective, brilliantly illustrated by Keith Baker, rests on two supposi- 
tions. Baker supposes, first, that social interests are in no way external to 
discourse. Second, he states that one cannot set up any distinction be- 
tween discursive and nondiscursive practices.!° 

This position, which reflects the most radical formulations of the “lin- 
guistic turn” and applies them to intellectual history, seems to me unac- 
ceptable. In fact the processes by which discourse constructs interests or 
events are themselves socially rooted and determined and are limited, in 
varying degree, by the linguistic, conceptual, and material resources avail- 
able to their producers. Thus those processes refer to objective social 
properties external to discourse that are characteristic of each of the 
groups, communities, and classes that make up the social world. What is 
more, the logic at work in discourse should not be confused with the logic 
that commands the “forms of social action.” There is a radical difference 
between the lettered, logocentric, and hermeneutic rationality that orga- 
nizes the production of discourses and the rationality informing all other 
regimes of practice.!! 

If, like Baker, we fail to make this distinction, we are led to inscribe 
the ongoing event within a preexisting discourse—in the French Revolu- 
tion’s choice of one political language (that of general sovereignty) over 
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another (that of the representation of social interests). For Baker the Ter- 
ror was ineluctable, virtually present in the constitutional decisions of the 
autumn of 1789 and, before that date, in the theory of the general will 
elaborated by Rousseau, Mably, and the most radical propagandists in 
the Parlement. The game was already over when the National Assembly 
“was opting for the language of political will, rather than of social rea- 
son; of unity, rather than of difference; of civic virtue, rather than of com- 
merce; of absolute sovereignty, rather than of government limited by the 
rights of man—which is to say that, in the long run, it was opting for the 
Terror.” Thus the Revolution was written before it happened: “The rev- 
olutionary script was invented .. . from within the political culture of the 
absolute monarchy,” !2 insofar as it was wholly contained in one of the 
forms of political discourse developed under absolutism. 

For two reasons this thesis, which fits the Terror into the “illiberalism” 
of 178913 and fits that illiberalism into the language of Rousseau, is open 
to criticism. First, it denies the event any radicality (since the event is al- 
ready present in discourse before it happens) and any dynamism (since 
what Maurice Agulhon called the “empirical weight of contingent reali- 
ties” is refused a role). Second, it makes the historian’s interpretation 
share the illusion of 1789 and 1793. Then, certitude about the absolute 
efficacy of the political, believed capable of recasting the body politic, 
refounding society, and regenerating the individual, inspired confidence 
regarding the power of ideas, the performative word, and the role of 
individuals. But must that belief mean that the history of the French Rev- 
olution has to be written in the language of the event? Paradoxically, per- 
haps, those who puncture the Jacobin enthusiasms, condemned for their 
lack of distance from the Revolution, also submit (although in a different 
fashion) the intelligibility of the event to the historical consciousness of 
contemporaries. It seems to me that the question of the origins of 1789 
necessarily sends us in another direction, toward an elucidation of the de- 
terminations that govern the intentions, choices, and discourses of indi- 
viduals, whether or not they are conscious of the process. 


The hypothesis that inscribes the French Revolution 
within the ancien régime can be understood in quite different terms. Denis 
Richet provides a basic notion for such a different approach: “The more 
absolutism brought in reinforcements, the weaker it got.”!4 Hence the 
weakening of the ancien régime (political, social, and cultural) should be 
sought in the very mechanisms that seemed to ensure its power. For Richet, 
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the definition of the reason of state and the development of a centralized 
administration laid the foundations for the power of absolutism, but they 
were also the reasons for its weakness: by rending the social fabric and 
destroying ideological consensus, they set a coherent body of the king’s 
subjects against him. 

This model of interpretation permits us to see how the separation (set 
in motion by the state itself) of the reason of state, the only check on the 
actions of the prince, and moral judgment, henceforth relegated to the 
private or religious conscience of individuals, was eventually turned against 
the prince, now judged, criticized, and condemned in the name of crite- 
ria that had been expelled from the political domain. This is the sense in 
which one can see “the political structure of absolutism as the precondi- 
tion of [inlightenment,” according to the title of the first chapter in Rein- 
hart Koselleck’s Kritik und Krise (Critique and Crisis).15 Similarly, the in- 
stitutionalization of the literary field, in which the monarchy initiated 
and dominated the consecration of works and authors, was the precon- 
dition of an autonomous market for opinions and works and for a po- 
liticized critical space that eventually became more sovereign than the 
sovereign. The issue is not so much to postulate that “revolutionary prin- 
ciples and practices were invented in the context of an absolute monar- 
chy” 1/6 as to understand how the cultural mutations that made the revo- 
lutionary rupture conceivable and sapped the authority of the old order 
were made possible not by signs of growing weakness, but by the monar- 
chy’s demonstrations of power. 

Its emphasis on the conceptual and social construction of public space 
gave obligatory authority to Jiirgen Habermas’s Die Strukturwandel der 
Offentlichkeit (The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere).*7 To 
many people—in particular to Robert Darnton in an article in the New 
York Review of Books (October 1991)—the work had little relevance. 
Given that it lacks an empirical base, it is not a book to be read in a his- 
torical perspective; rather, it is a philosophical critique of today’s society 
(hence a harbinger of Habermas’s later works), in which the critical pub- 
lic sphere is threatened with destruction. The weakness of the book is 
made all the more evident by Habermas’s reintroducing the concept of 
the bourgeoisie as a category of the “public sphere”—just when that con- 
cept had been repudiated in descriptions of both the Enlightenment and 
the French Revolution. One might make the same remark regarding one 
possible reading of Koselleck’s Critique and Crisis, a book subtitled, in 
the German original, Eine Studie zur Pathogenese der biirgerlichen Welt 
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and to which the notion of a “bourgeois elite” is essential. Must we thus 
accept this surreptitious and Germanic “return of the banished bour- 
geoisie,” as Colin Jones put it in the Times Literary Supplement (March 
1991)? Or are we to abandon the obligatory reverence accorded Haber- 
mas’s book, now some thirty years old? 

If Habermas’s work has become an omnipresent reference, it is per- 
haps because it offers an alternative to the model of comprehension of the 
“machine” that Cochin manufactured and Furet reconditioned. A return 
to the Kant of “What Is Enlightenment?” enables us to stress the articu- 
lation between the public and the particular, the necessary link between 
the circulation of written matter and the public exercise of reason by pri- 
vate persons. It also permits us to go back to the founding of a critical tra- 
dition that “considers the question of the present as a philosophical event 
to which the philosophy that speaks of it belongs.”18 But Habermas’s 
book also makes it possible to give a conceptual framework to a body of 
studies that aimed at providing a pragmatic history of public opinion, the 
model for which was Franco Venturi’s great Settecento riformatore. But 
these (good) reasons may not be sufficient to save the “bourgeoisie” as a 
category, except perhaps by redefining it: if it is neither a social designa- 
tion nor an ideological qualification, the term might refer, irrespective of 
the social condition of individuals, to a specific modality of the critical 
relation to the absolutist state that supposed a place for debate outside the 
sphere of power and that was made up of a “public” that was neither the 
court nor the people. 

This rapid excursion through several works devoted to the history of 
the origins of the French Revolution should enable us to pose the ques- 
tion that is now central: How are we to make the connection between de- 
scriptions of contemporaries’ historical consciousness— obsessed as they 
were in 1789 by a certainty of inaugurating something new and of ab- 
solute rupture with the old—with identifying the unrecognized determi- 
nations that led those same people to make a history different from the 
one they thought they were making? We need to restore the radicality of 
the emerging event, but we also need to rediscover the unrealized, para- 
doxical continuities that inscribe that event within the long history of the 
monarchy. 
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Texts, Forms, 


and Interpretations 


D. E McKenzie’s slim book Bibliography and the Soci- 
ology of Texts already has a history. Its three chapters were originally 
conceived as lectures given in 1985 to inaugurate the Panizzi Lectures at 
the British Library. Published the following year by that institution, the 
book received immediate attention (and at times aroused criticism) from 
bibliographers, historians of the book, conservators, and librarians.! The 
first edition is already out of print. 

Two ideas underlie this work. The first, in a move that runs counter to 
the established traditions of bibliography in its classical forms, extends 
the concept of “text” far beyond its ordinary definitions. For McKenzie, 
we need to undo the connection that the Western literary tradition made 
between the text and the book. It is in fact true that not all texts are nec- 
essarily given in book form: orally produced works and numerical or 
computer-processed data are “nonbook texts” that mobilize the resources 
of language without belonging to the class of print objects. There are also 
texts that presuppose no use of verbal language: the image in all its forms, 
the geographical map, musical scores, and even landscape can be consid- 
ered “nonverbal texts.” What authorizes calling these various products 
“texts” is that they are constructed based on signs whose meaning 1s fixed 
by convention and that they constitute symbolic systems inviting inter- 
pretation. Verbal language, written or oral, is not the only language that 
operates semantically. This is what makes necessary the extension of the 
category of “text.” 
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In turn, this broader definition dictates that written texts be considered 
in a new way. McKenzie’s second, and powerful, idea in this book is that 
forms shape meaning. A text (in the usual sense of the term) is always in- 
scribed within something material—the written object that bears it, the 
voice that reads or recites it, the representation that makes it available to 
the understanding. Each of these forms is organized according to struc- 
tures of its own that have an essential role in the production of meaning. 
In print writings, for instance, the format of the book, its page layout, the 
ways the text is divided, and typographical conventions all have an “ex- 
pressive function” and contribute to the construction of meaning. Orga- 
nized by an intention, the author’s or the publisher’s, such formal devices 
aim at qualifying the text, constraining its reception, and controlling its in- 
terpretation. By giving structure to the unconscious in reading (or listen- 
ing), they support the work of interpretation. Thus, both the imposition 
and the appropriation of the meaning of a text depend on material forms 
whose modalities and treatment, long held to be without significance, de- 
limit the intended or possible ways to comprehend the text. “Forms effect 
meaning”: against all the purely semantic definitions of texts, McKenzie 
forcefully recalls the symbolic value of signs and of material things. 

These two connected ideas offer a formidable challenge to habitual no- 
tions in several fields of knowledge and practice. First among these is bib- 
liography, McKenzie’s own discipline. English-speaking readers may find 
it somewhat easier than their French counterparts to understand this first 
aspect of McKenzie’s book, thanks to a greater familiarity with works 
and debates that have shaped a scholarly tradition stronger throughout 
the Anglo-Saxon world (in Great Britain, the United States, Australia, 
and New Zealand) than in France. Two postulates define “bibliography” 
and interconnect its various modalities (systematic, descriptive, analytical, 
textual): first, the establishment of a text (and eventually its publication) 
requires a rigorous reconstruction of what took place in the printshop 
during the work’s composition and printing; second, an understanding of 
the operations involved in producing a book implies description and analy- 
sis of the physical characteristics of the extant copies of the edition (or 
editions) of the text under consideration. 

From this perspective, which is that of the major classics of bibliog- 
raphy,2 analysis of the material aspects of the book is put in the service 
of studying the text, comparing versions and variants, and in the end es- 
tablishing an edition that is as accurate as possible. In the broader defini- 
tion of “analytical bibliography,” the most fundamental data are those 
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that help reconstitute the mode of composition of the text—for exam- 
ple, by noting the graphic and orthographic habits of the various com- 
positors who worked on a given work, or by identifying certain pecu- 
liarities (damaged letters, initials, ornaments) of their type fonts.3 The 
frequency of such elements (clearly recognizable in the printed book) 
can teach us much about how the print job was organized and the order 
of its composition and impression, the compositors’ decisions regarding 
the text, the way the text was composed (seriatim, following the page 
order, or by print forms), and the corrections made as the work was 
being printed. 

Although he is a virtuoso practitioner of such “spelling analyses” and 
“compositor studies,”4 McKenzie has nonetheless not limited his lessons 
on bibliography to the domain of textual criticism. That discipline is for 
him a fundamental resource for understanding printshop practices and 
the organization of typographical work during the four centuries stretch- 
ing from Gutenberg’s invention of movable type to the industrialization 
of printing. When the physical characteristics of extant copies are sup- 
plemented with information taken from printshop records (when they 
exist) and from old printing manuals, they provide the most massive— 
and perhaps the richest—records for a history of the conditions and habits 
that governed the production of printed texts.5 

In his Panizzi Lectures McKenzie went one step further, startling to an 
extent some who held firmly to traditional bibliography. Defining the dis- 
cipline as a “study of the sociology of texts,” he invited an enlargement 
of its field of investigation in two ways: first, by establishing protocols of 
description and techniques of bibliographical verification capable of tak- 
ing into account the many texts that are not books; second, by including 
among its objects of study all processes for the production, transmission, 
and reception of texts of all forms. In its new definition bibliography, far 
from being a tightly circumscribed and auxiliary form of knowledge fo- 
cused on inventorying and interpreting formal data in the service of the 
publication of texts, became a central discipline, essential for reconstruct- 
ing how a community shapes and formulates its most fundamental expe- 
riences by deciphering the many texts it receives, produces, or makes its 
own. By assigning to bibliography the fundamental task of comprehend- 
ing the relations between form and meaning, McKenzie obliterated the 
old divisions between sciences of description and sciences of interpreta- 
tion, and he made that discipline, based on techniques of its own, central 
to the study of symbolic practices. 
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This new, broader, and more ambitious definition of bibliography led 
to a new definition of the mission of libraries, the institutions devoted to 
the conservation of texts. At a time when people throughout the world 
were beginning to rethink the functions and structure of the great na- 
tional and private libraries, McKenzie’s lectures had immediate perti- 
nence, particularly for an audience that must have been preoccupied by 
the British Library’s move to its new quarters. 

McKenzie’s lectures stress the responsibility of libraries in the collec- 
tion, classification, conservation, and communication not only of print 
objects (books, periodicals, journals, maps, prints, etc.) but of the new 
documents proliferating everywhere in the world today: sound recordings, 
photographs, films, television programs, videocassettes, computerized in- 
formation, and more. Even if the preservation of these various categories 
of “texts” does not necessarily entail their storage in one institution, it is 
an essential task of libraries today, which are in a unique position to pre- 
vent the destruction of objects that are often fragile, subject to the laws 
of commerce, and neglected by “legitimate” culture. This implies a change 
in notions traditionally defined in relation to written and printed works: 
juridical notions (copyright), legal requirements (provision of a copy or 
copies to a national repository), and biblioeconomic concerns (catalog- 
ing). Hence broadening the concept of the “text” leads quite logically to 
a transformation in the very function of the library.¢ 

That notion has a corollary: if forms affect meaning, it is normal and 
necessary to consult texts in their original material forms. Despite the 
tendency to replace the circulation of original documents with that of 
photographic or digital substitutes, we need to remember that presenting 
a text in a form that is not its original one can seriously impair readers’ 
comprehension. The library latent in McKenzie’s pages is thus a library 
not restricted to books—far from it—but one in which all the texts 
offered by modern technology have a prominent place. Yet it is also a li- 
brary in which every text must be available for consultation without the 
distortion ineluctably brought on by a change in its material support. 
McKenzie offers a precious lesson for an age when the possibilities 
opened up by the new electronic technologies make it very tempting to 
transfer book texts to the monitor screen. This is perhaps a legitimate and 
useful operation in that it permits (and will continue to permit) better 
protection and wider circulation of the patrimony of written works. Still, 
it should not radically separate readers from the form that governed the 
production, transmission, and interpretation of the texts they read.” 
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Bibliography and the Sociology of Texts is an important book for other 
reasons as well, In its attempt to find a new basis for bibliography, it maps 
out a new intellectual space connecting the study of texts, the analysis of 
their forms, and the history of their uses. This proposition is, first, a way 
for McKenzie to mark his distance from the various forms of literary crit- 
icism in which the production of meaning arises solely from the auto- 
matic and impersonal operation of language. Such a position (the one 
taken by structuralist criticism and by the New Criticism) is based on sev- 
eral postulates: the affirmation that the text is absolute, detached from all 
specific physical forms and reduced to its verbal structure alone; the dis- 
appearance of the author, whose intention has no particular claim to per- 
tinence; the refusal to consider that the way a work was transmitted, re- 
ceived, and interpreted has any importance in establishing its meaning. 

In a study that has become a classic, McKenzie took an approach to- 
tally different from the view of the text as having no materiality, no au- 
thor, and no reader (except the literary critic pronouncing on its mean- 
ing).8 His analysis of the changes made by the author and by his 
publisher, Jacob Tonson, in the 1710 edition of Congreve’s plays shows 
how the status of the work was altered significantly by formal changes 
with no apparent discursive significance (a shift from a quarto to an oc- 
tavo volume, the numbering of scenes, the presence or absence of a print 
ornament between scenes, a note at the beginning of each scene recalling 
which characters are onstage, marginal indications of who is speaking, 
mention of entrances and exits). On the one hand, these changes made it 
possible to read the text in a new way, thanks to a smaller, handier for- 
mat and a layout that gave a feeling of dramatic movement. This was a 
clear break with time-honored conventions, respected longer in England 
than in France, of printing plays with little hint of their theatricality. On 
the other hand, the typographical devices (borrowed from French edi- 
tions) used in the 1710 edition of Congreve’s works gave those plays a 
new status, granting them a legitimacy that may have induced their au- 
thor to refine their style in places to conform better to the dignity of their 
new form. McKenzie’s study teaches a number of lessons: against the ab- 
straction of the text, it shows that the status and interpretation of a work 
depend on material considerations; against the “death of the author,” it 
stresses the author’s role, at the side of the bookseller-printer, in defining 
the form given to the work; against the absence of the reader, it recalls 
that the meaning of a text is always produced in a historical setting and 
depends on the differing and plural readings that assign meaning to it.? 
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If, as McKenzie notes, analytical bibliography and structuralist criti- 
cism shared an exclusive interest in the logic and the internal functioning 
of a system of signs that organizes both the material aspects of a physical 
object and the meaning of the text, the “sociology of texts” he proposed 
was in harmony with critical currents that aimed at once more inscribing 
works into history. Such a method could lead to a sociology of cultural 
products attentive to the laws and hierarchies of the literary field (or of 
any other field—artistic, academic, or whatever), to the career strategies 
they command, and to their translation into the works themselves (in 
terms of genre, theme, and style).!9 That sort of approach can also lead, 
as in the “new historicism,” to situating the literary work in its relation 
to the “ordinary”—practical, juridical, political, religious—texts it is 
built on and that make its intelligibility possible.11 

Rather than contradicting these approaches, McKenzie’s interests lie 
elsewhere. He strives to reconstruct the process of constructing meaning 
in all its fundamental historicity. By that token, he defines the history of 
reading as central to textual criticism and to the history of the book. A 
text truly comes to life only when readers make it their own. This axiom, 
in its broadest definition, underlies all the various approaches (hermeneu- 
tic, phenomenological, aesthetic, sociological) that have attempted to 
describe the effects and modalities of reading as an activity. McKenzie 
agrees with this axiom, but he gives it a fundamentally historical dimen- 
sion: “New readers of course make new texts, and... their new mean- 
ings are a function of their new forms.” This remark pinpoints the dou- 
ble set of variations (in readers’ competence, expectations, and habits; in 
the forms in which texts are presented for reading) that any history must 
take into account if it hopes to reconstruct how readers produce meaning 
as they apprehend a text. 

This outline for further work, sketched out in a book whose principal 
theme lay elsewhere, has already demonstrated its relevance. It has per- 
mitted a better understanding of how a text, as it passes from one pub- 
lished form to another, can prompt changes in the social and cultural 
makeup of its public, in its readers’ uses of it, and in its possible inter- 
pretations. McKenzie cites as examples the 1710 edition of Congreve’s 
plays, the division of the Bible into verses, and the various editions of 
James Joyce’s Ulysses. One might add the particularly exemplary case 
of the peddlers’ books (called chapbooks in England, pliegos in Castile, 
and plecs in Catalonia and including the French Bibliothéque bleue), 
which took texts that had already been published for a more literate au- 
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dience and gave them a new form in order to reach a broader and hum- 
bler public. 

The analysis of sociocultural differentiations and the morphological 
study of specific material devices, far from being mutually exclusive, are 
thus necessarily linked. On the one hand, the form given to a text is cho- 
sen to accord with the supposed competencies and expectations of the 
public it was destined for. But on the other hand, the devices by which a 
text is offered (for reading or listening) have a dynamic of their own: they 
can (or can fail to) create a new public and authorize new appropria- 
tions.!2 McKenzie’s “sociology of texts” is not a fixed sociology in which 
crystallized and predetermined social divisions dictate cultural distribu- 
tion. Quite the contrary, it focuses on the ways texts, thanks to their mo- 
bile forms, are open to reuse and reinterpretation by the various publics 
they reach or invent. 

Still, not all uses and interpretations are equal. The control and impo- 
sition of meaning are always fundamentally at stake in political and so- 
cial struggles and are important means of symbolic domination. In an 
essay that had a special place in his heart because it showed that the 
scholar’s work can also reflect civic commitment, McKenzie demon- 
strated this point regarding a telling episode in the history of his home- 
land, New Zealand: the treaty of Waitangi, signed in February 1840, by 
which forty-six Maori chiefs gave the queen of England sovereignty over 
their territories.!3 Reconstructing the history of this decisive text entailed 
reconstructing the history of the imposition of Western customs of writ- 
ing, literacy, and printing on a totally oral culture. In the twenty years be- 
fore the Waitangi treaty, the Maori population was subjected to a triple 
revolution: the indigenous speech was set down as an alphabetical writ- 
ten language; missionaries (of various confessions) carried on literacy 
campaigns in the vernacular (rather than in English); printing was intro- 
duced (in 1830 with the publication of the first work printed in New 


Zealand—-hymns in the native language—and in 1837 with the publica- 
tion of a Maori New ‘Testament, printed in five thousand copies by 
William Colenso). 

But contrary to what the missionaries thought (or wanted to think), 
the Maori people’s entry into written culture did not signify their under- 
standing or acceptance of the concepts, uses, or meanings associated with 
the written text in Western civilization. For the Maori, the book, reading, 
and writing were not invested with the same values the British colonizers 
saw in them. For the Maori, the book—the Bible in particular—was a rit- 
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ual object giving power and protection; reading (or listening to reading 
aloud) was only a precondition for memorizing and reciting texts learned 
by heart; the written text was secondary to oral conventions. That cul- 
tural gap (and one could find many equivalent instances in the rural soci- 
eties of modern, even contemporary Europe)!4 was invested with greater 
political significance with the treaty of Waitangi. For the English, the 
Maori chieftains’ signing of the text ceding “to Her Majesty the Queen 
of England, absolutely and without reservation, all the rights and powers 
of sovereignty” was an unambiguous recognition of the colonizers’ po- 
litical domination. This was not the case with the Maoris. First, the term 
translating “sovereignty” in the vernacular version of the treaty (Rawana- 
tanga) meant only acceptance of British administration, not the aban- 
donment of power over the land; second, the fact of signing the treaty 
had no particular value for the Maori, since what they considered essen- 
tial were spoken words and promises made orally. 

This superb study is emblematic of all McKenzie’s thought on the 
social uses of writing. Writing is never neutral for him: control of its 
production, use, and meaning is a potent instrument of political power. 
Hence the expression and the mark of sovereignty in societies of the 
ancien régime through a control of “graphic space,” particularly in the 
encouragement of epigraphy through the growing fashion for monu- 
ments bearing writing.15 Hence also the lively competition among all 
persons (writing masters, notaries, secretaries) who claimed a monopoly 
on writing expertise!® and the control over the body encouraged by the 
techniques of learning how to write.!” The history of the forms and 
appropriations of writing is thus not a history without conflicts. They 
always imply power relations, beginning, as Armando Petrucci put it, 
with “the power of writing (which belongs to the person who possesses 
the ability to write and exercises it) and power over writing (held by the 
authority in place, which delegates it and exercises whatever control over 
it exists).”18 | 

Bibliography and the Sociology of Texts is a book that mixes special- 
izations and blurs canonical frontiers. Its intellectual references are many— 
philosophical (Plato, Aristotle, Hobbes, Locke), linguistic (Saussure, Peirce), 
and semiotic (Barthes, Metz, Todorov). In its quotations and allusions, 
the classics of English literature (Shakespeare, Marlowe, Milton, Spenser, 
Pope, Sterne) join with the work of contemporary filmmakers and writ- 
ers (Joseph Mankiewicz, Woody Allen, Tom Stoppard, Umberto Eco). Its 
analyses range from Citizen Kane to Ulysses, from the totemic geography 
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of the Arunta people of Australia to the latest in data-processing tech- 
nologies. With daring and originality, McKenzie formulates the central 
question in both textual criticism and the social sciences today——the ques- 
tion of the production of meaning as it is constructed in the intertwined 
relations among forms and interpretations. 
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The Powers and Limits 


of Representation 


In 1639 Nicolas Poussin wrote to his friend and client 
Paul Fréart de Chantelou to advise him that he had sent him a painting ti- 
tled La manne. In commenting on that letter, at a time when the term 
“reading” was commonly used to designate the deciphering, comprehen- 
sion, and interpretation of objects or forms that did not fall within the 
category of written matter (one “read” a landscape, a city, a painting), 
Louis Marin meant to question the universality of a category that, by im- 
plication, referred to reading a written text.! “If the term ‘reading’ is im- 
mediately appropriate to the book, is the same true of the painting? If, by 
the extension of the meaning, one speaks of ‘reading’ in connection with 
a painting, the question arises of the validity and the legitimacy of that 
extension.” To respond to that double question and to break with the 
convenient immediacy of a way of speaking that had been blindly ac- 
cepted, Marin demanded a rigorous definition of the “theoretical levels 
and fields of pertinence of the notion of reading as applied to the painting.” 
Rather than retracing Marin’s analysis of Poussin’s letter, let us turn 
to his conclusion. It stressed both the irreducibility and the interrelation 
of two forms of representation, each of which always exceeds the other— 
the text and the image, discourse and painting. 


The highest meaning operates in the gap between the visible—what is shown, fig- 


ured, represented, staged—and the legible—what can be said, enunciated, de- 
clared; a gap that is both the site of an opposition and the place where an exchange 


gO 


takes place between the two registers, a gap that raises the question of the paint- 
ing, of this painting of La manne, admitting that “manna” (Mann-hu: “What is this?”’) 
was the question the Hebrews asked about the whitish, sugary, granulated sub- 
stance, for which they named the thing itself, and by means of which they read the 
miraculous event. “Manna,” the “What is this?”—a thing unknown, unnameable, il- 
legible, out of the picture; the “this is my body” of the eucharistic formula by which 
an edible word is articulated legibly in the mystery.3 


“Registers,” as Marin calls them, intersect, connect, and respond to 
one another but never merge. The painting has the power to show what 
words cannot express and what no text can make readable. Inversely, 
what Marin calls “the failure of the visible in texts” makes the image for- 
eign to the logic of the production of the meaning borne by figures of dis- 
course. Marin reworked this same tension in Des pouvoirs de l’image, the 
last book he read over and corrected before his death. Obviously, the sub- 
ject matter of that work was a good deal broader, since it posed the more 
philosophical question of “transcendental conditions of possibility and 
legitimacy—of the appearance of the image and of its efficacy,” and since, 
as a response to that question, he reserved the last of his gloses (com- 
mentaries) for light, which authorizes the image and the gaze: “Light and 
its inseparable and transcendental inverse, shadow, the invisible of light 
within light itself. The supreme conditions of seeing and of being seen, 
light is invisible as such—in its very being.”4 Nonetheless this work, 
which partakes of the philosophical, the aesthetic, and the theological 
(as, for example, in the brilliant “vision” before the “secret of transfigu- 
ration” in his eighth glose), also gives the measure, in my opinion, of the 
importance of Marin’s work for the major debates that in recent years 
have traversed the field of history and, beyond it, all the humane sciences. 
This is why I shall take it as my point of departure. 

Marin’s first proposition is this: “The power of the image? Effect/rep- 
resentation in the double sense that we have said, of the presentification 
of the absent—or the dead—and of autorepresentation instituting and 
situating the subject of the gaze within the register of affect and meaning, 
the image is both the instrumentalization of force, the means of strength, 
and its foundation as a power.” A double meaning and a double func- 
tion are thus assigned to representation: to make an absence present, but 
also to exhibit its own presence as image, hence to constitute the person 
who looks at it as the looking subject. 

As was his custom, Marin returns to older definitions of the word 
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“representation,” using them in a fruitful tension as both the object and 
the instrument of his analysis. In its 1727 edition, Furetiére’s Diction- 
naire identifies two apparently contrary families of meaning: “Représen- 
tation: image that recalls absent objects to us in idea and in memory, and 
that paints them for us as they are.” In the first part of this definition, 
representation shows the “absent object” (thing, concept, or person) by 
substituting for it an “image” capable of representing it adequately. To 
represent is thus to make things known through the mediation of “the 
painting of an object,” “by words and by gestures,” “by some figures, by 
some marks”—as in enigmas, emblems, fables, and allegories. To repre- 
sent in the political and juridical sense is also “to take the place of some- 
one, to have his authority in hand.” Similarly, the représentant is defined 
in two ways, as “he who, in a public function, represents an absent per- 
son who should be there,” and as “those who are called to a succession 
as if being in the place of the person whose right they have.” In this 
acceptation, which is rooted in the older and material meaning of the 
représentation as the effigy that took the place of the dead king on his fu- 
neral bier (“When one goes to see dead princes in their processional bed, 
one sees only their representation, the effigy”), there is a radical distinc- 
tion between the absent person or thing “represented” and what makes 
it present or known. Hence a decipherable relation is postulated between 
the visible sign and what it signifies. 

But in Furetiére’s Dictionnaire the term has a second meaning: “Rep- 
résentation: is said at the Palace of the exhibition of something.” This led 
to defining the verb représenter as “also means to appear in person and 
exhibit things.” Here representation is the showing of a presence, the 
public presentation of a thing or a person. In the particular and codified 
modality of its exhibition, it is the thing or the person that constitutes its 
own representation. The referent and its image are the same, one body, ad- 
hering to one another: “Représentation: is sometimes said of living per- 
sons. One says, with a grave and majestic countenance, ‘There is a person 
with a fine representation’ [ Voila une personne de belle représentation].” 

Marin always kept these two definitions together in his reflections on 
the theory of representation, which ranged from his book on Pascal and 
on Arnaud and Nicole’s Logigue de Port-Royal® through Le portrait du 
roi (Portrait of the King) to Les pouvoirs de l’image. Clearly the first 
definition occupies a more important place in his thought, since it fits 
neatly into the representational theory of the sign elaborated by the gram- 
marians and logicians of Port-Royal. And if that construction had a par- 


DISCURSIVE AND SOCIAL PRACTICES 


ticular pertinence for him, it was because it designates and articulates the 
two operations of representation when it renders present what is absent: 
“One of the most operational of the models constructed to explore the 
functioning of modern representation—be it linguistic or visual-—is the 
one that proposes taking into consideration the dual dimension of its 
mechanism: the ‘transitive’ or transparent dimension of the statement 
(every representation represents something); the ‘reflexive’ or opaque di- 
mension (every representation presents itself representing something).”7 
This way of understanding how the representational machinery functions 
was an inspiration for historians who were intent on resisting the for- 
malist seductions of a structural semiotics that lacked historicity and 
eager to shake off the inertia and the narrow, univocal view of the con- 
ventional history of mentalities. 

By taking as his point of departure “the construction effected, in the 
heart of the French seventeenth century, by the logicians of Port-Royal,” 
Marin hoped to avoid “epistemological anachronisms and their retro- 
spective illusions.” Stating that “the theory of representation itself had a 
history,”® he read the Port-Royal conceptual elaboration both as an end 
point in Western thought on representation and as a singular construc- 
tion that took as the matrix of a theory of the sign the theological model 
of the Eucharist. It is this model that permits an understanding, in Por- 


trait of the King, of how the representation of the monarch operates in a | 


Christian society. Like the Eucharist, the portrait of the king—in paint- 
ing or in writing—is simultaneously the representation of an absent his- 
torical body, the fiction of a symbolic body (in which the kingdom re- 
places the church), and the real presence of a sacramental body visible in 
the species that conceals it.? In La parole mangée (Food for Thought), the 
same eucharistic model explains the representational theory of the sign as 
it is stated in part 1, chapter 4, of the Logic of Port-Royal, “Of the Ideas 


9 


of Things and the Ideas of Signs,” a section added to the 1683 edition, 
published twenty years after the first edition of 1662.1 After recalling the 
explicit criteria by which that text distinguishes various categories of 
signs (certainty and probability, continuity and discontinuity, what is nat- 
ural and what is instituted), Marin shows that the coherence in the series 
of examples proposed lies, implicitly, in a reference to the theology of the 
Eucharist. In conclusion, he emphasizes the connections, for the logicians 
of Port-Royal, between the eucharistic theory of the utterance and the 
linguistic theology of the Eucharist: “We have seen in what sense the the- 
ological body can be said to be the semiotic function itself. Moreover, we 
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have clarified how it was possible in 1683 for the Port-Royal logicians 
to believe that there existed a perfect adequation between the Catholic 
dogma of [the real presence] on the one hand and a semiotic theory of 
meaningful representation on the other.” !! 

By connecting the two dimensions—transitive and reflexive—of mod- 
ern representation to their historicity, Marin shifted scholarly thought in 
the direction of a study of the techniques and mechanisms by which rep- 
resentations present themselves as representing something. In the intro- 
duction to his L’opacité de la peinture, he recalls the heuristic effects of 
displacement that led him from a structuralist semiotics founded on a 
strict analysis of the linguistic production of meaning to an “insistence 
particularly focused on exploring the modes and modalities, the means 
and procedures, of the presentation of representation.” Hence a new 
question, rediscovered and transferred from one book to another: 


From that moment on, it was the specific modes particular to the articulation of 
reflexive opacity and the transitive transparency of representation in the field of 
the visual arts; it was the figures and configurations—historical and cultural, ideo- 
logical and political—that this articulation took on, in singular fashion, in a given 
work, a given command, a given program; it was all these domains of indissolubly 


historical and theoretical objects that turned out to be the goals of investigation. !2 


Hence also Marin’s interest in things that hint at the reflexive function of 
representation: in a painting, the frame and the ornament, the decor, the ar- 
chitecture represented;!3 for the text, the entire set of discursive and mate- 
rial devices that make up the formal apparatus of the statement.!4+ Here 
Marin’s work intersected the work of other scholars who were uncom- 
fortable with an absolute text stripped of its materiality and historicity and 
who argued for paying greater heed to the way “forms effect meanings” and 
to “the relation of form to meaning,” as D. E McKenzie put it. 

More generally, the concept of representation, as Marin understands it 
and manipulates it, was a valuable base (and perhaps a more efficacious 
one than the notion of mentality) for identifying and articulating the 
many relations that individuals or groups cultivate with the social world. 
It helped to note, first, the operations of organization and classification 
that produce the many configurations by which reality is perceived, con- 
structed, and reconstructed; next, the practices and signs that make a so- 
cial identity recognizable, that exhibit a unique way of existing in the 
world, and that symbolically signify a status, a rank, or a power; and 
finally, the institutionalized signs by which the “representers” (single in- 
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dividuals or collective instances) visibly incarnate—“presentify”—the 
coherence of a community, the force of an individual, or the permanence 
of a power. Marin’s work thus functioned, with the discretion typical of 
him, to modify (more than is thought) the way historians changed their 
comprehension of the social world. In fact, it obliged them to rethink the 
relations between the modalities of the exhibition of the social being 
or the political power and the mental representations—in Mauss’s and 
Durkheim’s sense of collective representations—that grant (or refuse) 
credence and credit to the visible signs and dramatized forms that help 
make power, sovereign or social, recognizable as power. 

Marin’s work thus permits us to understand how confrontations based 
on brute force or pure violence changed into symbolic struggles—that is, 
into struggles whose weapons and rewards were representations. The 
image has this power because it “effects a substitution of the external 
manifestation in which a force appears, only to annihilate another force 
in a death struggle, with signs of force, or rather, signals and indications 
that need only be seen, noted, shown, then narrated and reiterated in 
order for the force of which they are the effects to be believed.” '5 This 
statement returns to the general hypothesis underlying the argument in 
Portrait of the King, which asserts that “the representational framework 
operates the transformation of force into potential and of force into power, 
and that twice—on the one hand by modalizing the force as potential, 
and on the other by valorizing potential as a legitimate and obligatory 
state and justifying it.” 16 

Pascal is not far off. When Pascal dissects the mechanisms of a “dis- 
play” (montre) that addresses the imagination and produces belief, he 
contrasts those who need such trappings with those for whom they are 
totally superfluous. The first group includes judges and physicians: 


This mystery has been well known to our magistrates. Their red robes, their er- 
mines in which they wrap themselves like furry cats, the courts where they judge, 
the fleurs de lis, all this august apparel was very necessary, and if physicians did not 
have their cassocks and slippers and learned doctors their square bonnets and 
robes that are too large, never would they have duped the world which cannot 
resist such an authoritative show. If the magistrates had true justice and if the 
physicians had the true art of healing, they would have no use for square bon- 
nets... . But having only imaginary sciences, they must take on these vain instru- 
ments that strike the imagination with which they are concerned, and through 
that, in effect, they attract respect toward themselves. 
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The only people who had no need to manipulate signs or make use of such 
machinery for producing respect were the military: “Only men of war 
have not disguised themselves in this way, because in effect their part is 
more essential; they establish themselves through force, the others through 
affectation.” !7 

In Marin’s reformulation of it, Pascal’s opposition has a dual rele- 
vance for any history of the societies of the ancien régime. It allows us to 
situate the forms of symbolic domination (by the image, by display—la 
montre—or by trappings, attirail, a word also found in La Bruyére) as a 
corollary of the monopoly on the legitimate use of force that absolute 
power intended to reserve to itself. Force has not disappeared with the 
operation that transforms it into power. Pascal continues his thoughts on 
imagination: “Therefore our kings seek out no disguise. They do not 
mask themselves in extraordinary costumes to appear such; but they are 
accompanied by guards and halberdiers. Those armed and red-faced pup- 
pets who have hands and power for them alone, those trumpets and 
drums which go before them, and those legions round about them, make 
the stoutest tremble. They have not dress only, they have might.” But that 
force, which is always at the disposition of the sovereign, is as if placed 
in reserve by the proliferation of devices (portraits, medals, eulogies, nar- 
ratives, etc.) that represent the power of the king and are calculated to 
produce obedience and submission without recourse to violence. The in- 
struments of symbolic domination thus guaranteed both “the negation 
and conservation of the absolute of force: negation, since force is neither 
exerted nor manifested, since it is at peace in the signs that signify and 
designate it, and conservation, since force through and in representation 
will give itself as justice, that is to say as law that obligatorily constrains 
under pain of death.” 18 

The process of eradicating violence, whose manipulation is in theory 
taken over by the absolute state, makes possible the exercise of a political 
domination based on the ostentation of symbolic forms and on the rep- 
resentation of the monarchical power, given to be seen and believed even 
in the absence of the king by signs of his sovereignty. One might add, pro- 
longing this encounter between Marin and Norbert Elias, that it was that 
same pacification (at least relative pacification) of the social sphere be- 
tween the Middle Ages and the seventeenth century that transformed 
open and brutal social clashes into struggles between representations in 
which the stakes were the ordering of the social world, hence the recog- 
nition of the rank of each estate, each body, each individual. 
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It was, in fact, on the credit granted (or refused) to the representations 
of itself a political power or a social group put forth that the authority of 
the first and the prestige of the second depended. Marin makes use of that 
notion to trace the dual history of modalities for instilling belief and of 
forms of belief. His works thus combine in a single approach an analysis 
of the mechanisms—discursive or formal, rhetorical or narrative—that 
are intended to constrain readers (or spectators), that subjugate or “trap” 
them, and a study of the possible failure of these mechanisms of persua- 
sion, which are all the more potent for being dissimulated, but all the 
more inefficacious if they are taken apart. Tension necessarily brings us 
back to Pascal, who lays bare the workings of the representative machin- 
ery and the conditions of its credibility. In the introduction to his Portrait 
of the King, Marin quotes a passage from Pascal that shows how the 
mechanisms for changing force into power produce respect and terror by 
reminding spectators of the violence that lies at the origin of power and 
on which power was founded: 


The custom of seeing kings accompanied by guards, drums, officers, and all those 
things that bend the machine toward respect and terror, causes their face to im- 
print on their subjects respect and terror even when they appear by themselves, 
because one does not separate in thought their persons from the retinues with 
~ which they are ordinarily seen. And the world, which does not know that the ef- 
fect comes from this custom, thinks that it comes from a natural force; and from 


that come these words: “The character of Divinity is imprinted on his face, etc.”!? 


The tension between techniques for making people believe and belief 
itself takes us back to the Logic of Port-Royal. In part 2, chapter 14, “On 
the Propositions in Which One Gives to Signs the Name of Things,” the 
authors identify two conditions necessary in order for the relation of rep- 
resentation to be intelligible: first, the knowledge of the sign as sign, in 
its difference from the thing signified; second, the existence of shared 
conventions that regulate the relation of sign to thing. The text notes rea- 
sons for a possible deviation and a possible incomprehension of repre- 
sentation. An arbitrary, “extravagant” relation may have been established 
between the sign and the signified, as when someone takes a fancy to call 
a stone a horse or an ass the king of Persia. Or the person for whom the 
communication is destined might lack the “preparation” needed to un- 
derstand the sign as a sign. This is why one can give “instituted” signs the 
names of things—as, for example, in parable or prophecy—only when 
those one speaks to are capable of conceiving that the sign is the thing 
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signified in signification and figure alone. Although Marin has concen- 

trated on the discursive or visual mechanisms aimed at manipulating read- 
ers, making them believe what one wants, his work, and the reference to 
Port-Royal that lies behind it, aids in thinking about the very conditions 
for the success or failure of that intention. In this his work directly inter- 
sects Michel de Certeau’s investigation of forms of belief. De Certeau 
states, “I define ‘belief? not as the object of believing (a dogma, a pro- 
gram, etc.) but as the subjects’ investment in a proposition, the act of say- 
ing it and considering it as true—in other words, a ‘modality’ of the as- 
sertion and not its content.”2° 

The preconditions for belief refer back, first, to the places and forms 
of the inculcation of conventions and to the modalities of the “prepara- 
tion” required for understanding the principles of representation as de- 
scribed by the logicians of Port-Royal. Those preconditions also suppose 
that reading, deciphering, and interpretation are never either totally con- 
trolled or totally constrained by discourses and images. Admittedly, one 
cannot find in Marin any theory of reception or any history of reading. 
Still, his painstaking efforts to comprehend “the stratagems, ruses, and 
machinations”2! put into play by texts and paintings in order to impose 
a univocal signification and to enunciate and produce their correct inter- 
pretation seem to me to rest on the postulate that the reader or spectator 
can always rebel. Subjugating readers or spectators to meaning is not an 
easy task, and the subtlety of the traps laid for them is only as great as 
their capacity, expert or rudimentary, for making use of their liberty. 

As with Michel Foucault, for whom analyzing the apparatus of disci- 
pline does not lead to the conclusion that society is necessarily disci- 
plined, for Marin, taking apart the textual machinery that constructs the 
targeted reader as an effect of the message emitted does not oblige anyone 
to suppose that real readers behave exactly like the “simulacrum-reader” 
of discourse. Very clever artifices can be used, and authors can pull off 
brilliant coups: Marin cites the example of Paul Pellisson-Fontanier, who 
presented a “Project for the History of Louis XIV” in such a way that its 
historical narrative would be interpreted as a discourse of praise. Marin 
remarks, “What is not said at the sending (epithets and eulogies) is—nec- 
essarily—said at the reception. That which is not represented in the nar- 
rative and by the narrator is so at the narratee’s reading in the name of 
effect of the narrative.”22 Still, such ingenuity turned to producing effects 
(always thought of as necessary) can never be sure of its readers, whose 
lack of knowledge or ill will might hinder persuasion. It is that potential 
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liberty, never mentioned but always dreaded, that justifies both Pellisson’s 
discursive machinations and Marin’s painstaking exploration of how they 
work. That same liberty might provide the basis for another investiga- 
tion, complementary to Marin’s, identifying its limits and figures, its reg- 
ularities and singularities. 

In this tension between the effects of meaning that discourses or paint- 
ings aim for and their decipherment, relations between the text and the 
image have always had great importance for Marin. In his last book, Des 
pouvoirs de image, his project was not to analyze the procedures for pre- 
senting representation (as in the essays in L’opacité de la peinture) but 
rather to study texts that, in a variety of ways, recognize and test the 
powers of images. He justifies his interest in these terms: 


It is in this failure of the visible in the texts—a “visible” that is nonetheless their 
object-—that the texts thus glossed and interglossed derive, by that strange refer- 
entiality, a renewed capacity for approaching the image and its powers, as if writing 
and its specific powers were excited and exalted by an object that, by its semiotic 
heterogeneity, would necessarily elude their all-powerful grasp; as if the desire for 
writing (concerning the image) was trying its hand at self-accomplishment in imag- 
ination by moving out of language into what in many ways constitutes its inverse 
or its other, the image.23 


Défaillance du visible aux textes; hétérogénéite sémiotique between 
the image and writing: these formulas are a valuable starting place for 
anyone who refuses to equate all symbolic productions—images, but also 
rituals or “the practice of everyday life’—with textuality. Against that 
position, which denies all the basic distinctions of historical work (be- 
tween text and contextualization, between discourse and image, between 
practice and writing), we need to posit a radical difference between the 
logic at work in the production of discourses and other sorts of logic in- 
herent in visualization (la mise en vision), rite, and common sense. Marin’s 
work has always been founded on an acute awareness of this heterogene- 
ity, hence of the historicity and the discontinuity of symbolic operations. 

This makes Marin’s work particularly to the point for anyone who 
holds, against the more abrupt declarations of the “linguistic turn” or the 
“semiotic challenge,” that the practices constituting the social world and 
all symbolic forms that do not make use of writing cannot be reduced to 
the principles that command discourses. Recognizing that past realities 
are for the most part accessible only through texts intended to organize 
them, describe them, prescribe or proscribe them does not in itself oblige 
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us to postulate that the lettered, logocentric, hermeneutic logic governing 
the production of discourses is identical to the practical logic regulating 
behaviors or the “iconic” logic governing works of art. That practical or 
iconic logic cannot be reduced to discourse suggests a necessary prudence 
in the use of the category of “text,” a term too often improperly applied 
to forms or practices whose modes of construction and principles of or- 
ganization have nothing in common with discursive strategies. Hence the 
tension that inhabits the texts studied in Des pouvoirs de limage, all 
of which face the same difficulty, evoked by Marin in the context of 
Diderot’s Salons: “How to make an image with words, or... how to give 
to an image constructed in and by words their own power, or inversely, 
how to transfer to words, to their arrangement and to their figures, the 
power that the image conceals by its very visuality, the imposition of its 
presence.”24 Despite all the art of ecphrasis, with this necessary but im- 
possible transposition the varied forces and the powers of the image and 
of language stand out in their singularity. 

The concept of representation, as Marin understands and uses it, is 
doubly pertinent. First, considered as an essential instrument for com- 
prehending the models of thought and the mechanisms of domination of 
the society of the French classical age, the concept has obliged historians 
to banish from their repertory some anachronistic notions applied to re- 
alities that were totally foreign to them. The introduction to Marin’s Por- 
trait of the King describes this process with acuity. He first notes “the 
prominence that the grammarians and logicians of Port-Royal gave to the 
notion of representation, as well as the general equivalence they posed or 
presupposed between it and the notion of sign at whatever level on which 
they analyzed language (term, proposition, discourse) and in whatever 
domain that language belonged (verbal, written, iconic).”25 Next Marin 
identifies the eucharistic matrix of that theory, then he recognizes the 
modalities and the effects of the mechanism of representation in the po- 
litical sphere. The operation of knowing is thus solidly connected to the 
notional tools that contemporaries themselves used to render their own 
society less opaque to their understanding. 

Beyond this first, historically localized use, the notion of representa- 
tion took on a broader relevance to designate the set of dramatized and 
“stylized” forms (Max Weber’s term) thanks to which individuals, groups, 
and powers construct and propose an image of themselves. As Pierre 
Bourdieu wrote, “The representation which individuals and groups in- 
evitably project through their practices and properties is an integral part 
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of social reality. A class is defined as much by its being-perceived as by its 
being, by its consumption—which need not be conspicuous in order to be 
symbolic—as much as by its position in the relations of production (even 
if it is true that the latter governs the former).”26 Understood in these 
terms, the concept of representation leads to thinking of the social world 
and the exercise of power according to a relational model. The modali- 
ties of presentation of the self are of course commanded by the social 
properties of the group or by the resources appropriate to a power. They 
are not, for all that, an immediate, automatic, objective expression of the 
status of the first or the power of the second. Their efficacy depends on 
the perception and judgment of those who receive them, on the degree of 
adherence or distance vis-a-vis the mechanisms of presentation and per- 
suasion put into operation. 

In the seventeenth century, that plurality of appreciations was worri- 
some. Hence the search for necessary relations and stable equivalencies in 
treatises on civility, between rank and seeming; in political ritual, be- 
tween the principle of monarchical sovereignty and the forms of its sym- 
bolic expression; in the theory of the sign, between the thing that repre- 
sents and the thing represented. Marin was primarily interested in the 
conventions that fixed and stabilized social operations and guaranteed 
full efficacy to symbolic modes of political domination that were all the 
more powerful because the people they forced into submission knew them 
and recognized them as legitimate. But between display and imagination, 
between the proposed representation and the constructed meaning, dis- 
cordances arose-—not only in the less rigidly codified societies after the 
Revolution, but even during the seventeenth century. Listen to La Bruyére: 


You are wrong, Philemon, if with that shiny carriage, that large number of rascals 
who follow you, and those six animals who drag you along, you think anyone es- 
teems you more highly: one sweeps away all those trappings, which are foreign to 
you, to penetrate to you yourself, a fatuous nobody. It is not that we must at times 
pardon someone who, with a large suite, rich clothing, and a magnificent carriage 
and attendants, thinks himself of higher birth and sharper wit: he reads that in the 


countenance and in the eyes of all who speak with him.27 


On the one hand, then, we have a recognition of the strength of repre- 
sentation, which manipulates the receiver, makes him recognize the rank 
and merit behind the “show,” and transforms him into a mirror in which 
the powerful see and are persuaded of their own power. Yet the text hints 
at failed deception, artifice unveiled, and a perceptible gap between the 
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signs exhibited—the ostentatious “trappings”—and the reality they can- 
not hide. 

Marin’s work has always treated the space between the overwhelming 
power of representation and its possible denials. By that fact, his works 
are manna to be dipped into with both hands by all whose operational 
space is a critical study of the place where works, their circulation, and 
their meanings and interpretations interconnect. That intersection of ques- 
tions long considered separately has a fundamental aim: to comprehend 
how the way an individual reader (or spectator) produces meaning is al- 
ways enclosed within a series of constraints. These are, first, the effects of 
meaning aimed at by texts (or images) through their use of enunciative 
mechanisms and the organization of their utterances; next, the ways the 
forms that present the work for reading or viewing dictate how they will 
be deciphered; finally, the interpretive conventions of a time or a com- 
munity. Just such a program dictated the organization of Marin’s last 
study on the processes and effects of representation in the constitution of 
the political subject in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe. The 
summary of his seminar at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes in 1990-91 ex- 
presses this aim clearly: 


At the center of the problematics of the political realm a question of state power 
has been posed, focused particularly on how the government put that power into 
operation and on techniques for creating the consensus necessary to its constitu- 
tion and its reproduction. How, in that era, did people analyze and construct the 
various forms of emotional logic that underlay individual or collective behavior, 
and how were those logics used and developed, for purposes of subjugation, in the 


manipulation of passions?28 


Not enough time has gone by to respond to this question, even though 
in 1991-92, in a seminar that was to be his last, Marin returned to the 
chiasmus of political power and theatrical representation, crossing the 
figure of the king as author (James I as author of the Basilikon D6éron) 
with that of the poet as king (Prospero/Shakespeare in The Tempest).29 
He did not have time to give us his answer, but by leaving us his questions 
Marin also suggested a possible approach: | 


How are we to traverse this text, in its intimacy, without being torn as we leave 
it? We would have to be just as familiar with the text as someone who habitually 
takes the rue Traversiére (in the twelfth arrondissement) en empruntant [taking, 
borrowing], with swift steps, a portion of its course without lingering out of cu- 
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riosity or pausing out of interest. Simply to move on more quickly to other places 
or to open up other spaces more easily. This is also the sense of Ia traverse: “a pri- 
vate road notably shorter than the main route or leading to a place to which the 
high road does not go,” perhaps with surprise or astonishment. The shortcut | am 
taking, surprisingly, leads me elsewhere, where “the high road does not go”; to a 
different destination that | did not even suspect—discovery. This was not where | 
wanted to go, yet secretly this place turns out to be that of a true desire; of the 
desire for truth.3° 
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Self-consciousness 


and the Social Bond 


Die Gesellschaft der Individuen (The Society of Individ- 
uals),' published in German in 1987 and awarded the Premio Europeo 
Amalfi as the best work in sociology published that year, is perhaps one 
of the best possible introductions to the thought and work of Norbert 
Elias. For one thing, it brings together three texts written by Elias at three 
different moments in his life. The first, which gives the work its title, was 
written as part of the lengthy summary that concludes his major work, 
Uber den Prozess der Zivilisation (The Civilizing Process), published in 
Basel in 1939.2 For reasons he never explained, however, Elias removed 
this text when his book was in proofs. Sent to a Swedish journal to be 
published separately, the text instead remained unpublished when the re- 
view never saw the light of day. It was not until 1983 that it was revised 
and reproduced and circulated at the University of Stockholm, and not 
until 1987 that it became easily accessible. Its importance within Elias’s 
work is nonetheless capital, because it outlines the theoretical bases for 
his analyses in The Civilizing Process. 

In 1939, when that work was published, Elias was living in London. 
He had fled Nazi Germany in April 1933, and with the support of a com- 
mittee to aid Jewish refugees, it took him only three years to complete 
that enormous project. The point of departure for The Civilizing Process 
lay in works Elias read in the British Library, where he discovered eti- 
quette manuals almost by chance: “I came across the books on etiquette. 
I once ordered one of them by chance; I think it was Courtin, and I found 
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it thoroughly exciting. ... Now I suddenly had material that showed how 
different standards were in earlier times and allowed reliable statements 
to be made on how they had changed.”3 

This discovery launched a line of research that rooted the changes in 
norms of comportment between the Middle Ages and the nineteenth cen- 
tury in transformations in the structure of personality—transformations 
that had both required such changes and made them possible—and Elias 
then moved on to seek the conditions for transformations in psychic 
economy in.changes in ways to exert power and exist in society. 

The Civilizing Process suffered many tribulations. Elias first sent it to 
Breslau (now Wroclaw) to be printed; a first edition of volume x was pub- 
lished at Prague in 1937, with the printing completed later at Breslau. The 
expenses were paid by Elias’s father, who had refused to leave Germany 
and had obtained permission from the National Socialist administration 
to draw money out of his bank account to pay the printer. The entire 
work was eventually published in Basel by Fritz Karger, who had founded 
a publishing house, the Haus zum Falken, that specialized in works by 
emigrants from Germany. Once again the going was rough. As Elias later 
recalled, “When the second volume was ready, I managed to find a pub- 
lisher in Switzerland who was prepared to publish the book if he was sent 
the proofs. So my poor father had to go back to the Nazi authorities and 
ask for an export license for the printer. He achieved all that. Without my 
father’s help I should not have been able to publish the book. I often think 
that it was only saved by a hair’s breadth.”4 The book made little stir in 
a Europe at war: only ten reviews were published between 1938 and 1942 
(among them those of Franz Borkenau in the Sociological Review in 1938 
and 1939; those of the psychoanalyst $. H. Foulkes in Internationale 
Zeitschrift fiir Psychoanalyse in 1939 and of Raymond Aron in Les An- 
nales Sociologiques in 1941). Thus one of the most important books of 
the twentieth century long remained unknown and was rescued from 
oblivion only when it was republished in 1969, and especially with the pa- 
perback edition in 1976, which became a best-seller. 

The second text in The Society of Individuals, “Problems of Self-con- 
sciousness and the Image of Man,” was written in several stages during 
the 1940s and 1950s, and its final draft probably dates from the mid- 
r9sos. It lies under the shadow of two historical experiences: on the one 
hand, World War II and the Shoah (Elias’s mother presumably died in 
Auschwitz in 1941; his father had died the previous year at Breslau); on 
the other, the Cold War and its confrontation between socialist regimes 
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and capitalist, liberal nations. From 1945 to 1954 Elias held no university 
post. The book he had published in 1939 had no resonance in Great 
Britain, and its author had to make a living giving private lessons, teach- 
ing adult education courses, and lecturing at the London School of Eco- 
nomics and at Bedford College. One experience during those ten postwar 
years that left a particular mark on “Problems of Self-consciousness and 
the Image of Man” was Elias’s participation in the Group Analytic Soci- 
ety, founded by several psychiatrists grouped around S. H. Foulkes, who 
was close to Anna Freud. Elias, who knew Sigmund Freud’s work well, 
was deeply involved in the activities of this small society, which preached 
group therapy. He himself directed therapeutic groups, and that practice, 
founded on the relationships created among the individuals who partici- 
pated in the analysis, is reflected in his theoretical thought of that time.® 
That period of Elias’s life ended in 1954, when he accepted a post as lec- 
turer in sociology that had been offered to him, on the initiative of Ilya 
Neustadt, at the University of Leicester. At age fifty-seven Elias thus had 
the first stable position in his academic career (from 1930 to 1933 he had 
been only an assistant at the University of Frankfurt). 

The last text in The Society of Individuals, “Changes in the ‘We-I’ Bal- 
ance,” dates from thirty years later and was written during the winter of 
1986-87. Elias was by then living in Amsterdam, where he had moved in 
1984. Changes in the world at large find an echo in this text: the con- 
frontation between the two superpowers and the risks of nuclear conflict 
(for instance, Elias alludes to the Chernobyl disaster); the process of supra- 
national integration in Europe; and the tensions created by the presence of 
immigrant populations, whom Elias divides into the “established” and the 
“outsiders.” He first arrived at that conceptual pairing when he taught so- 
ciology at Leicester,” and he returned to it as a way to understand the situ- 
ation of Jews in imperial Germany and the Weimar Republic, who were 
stigmatized as “outsiders” but saw themselves as “established.”8 

Each one of the three essays that make up The Society of Individuals 
is built on the theoretical and conceptual base that Elias forged during 
the 1930s, but because he reformulated it at various times and applied 
it to historical realities that had changed profoundly, that base became 
richer, more flexible, and more complex. Tracing the trajectory of Elias’s 
thought provides a first reason to read this work. 


Another, more fundamental, reason has to do with the 
book itself. In these three texts Elias takes on the task of challenging an 
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opposition between the individual and society that had been given or 
thought of as self-evident. He notes the various expressions of that dual- 
ity. It inhabits ordinary experience, which spontaneously contrasts the 
“J,” seen in positive terms, with society, seen as external and hostile. It 
underlies the traditional models of comprehending history: on one side, 
an emphasis on the glorification of the individual, whose free intentions 


and voluntary actions are supposed to produce historical evolutions; 


on the other, the dissolution of individualities in an ongoing historical 
process commanded by necessity. It divides sociological theories into two 
groups: those that postulate, implicitly, that the individual is anterior 
to and exterior to society, which is held to be the aggregation or sum 
of those autonomous individualities; and those that conceive of societies 
as great machines whose operations are totally independent of indi- 
vidual intentions. It exists in psychology, where the individual psychol- 
ogy uniquely concerned with the single subject opposes a social psy- 
chology that knows only groups. Elias set himself the task of displacing 
or going beyond these dichotomies and, by that means, shattering falsely 
evident perceptions or conceptions. To do this he had to show that posi- 
tions that are apparently among the least reducible to one another share 
a profound solidarity—the very precondition that makes contrasting 
them possible. 

This was far from an easy task. In the first place, it went against the 
grain of the force of words and of an automatic use of commonly ac- 
cepted lexical oppositions: individual versus society; consciousness ver- 
sus the external world; subject versus object, and so on. It also went 
against deep-seated ideological investments in favor of either the liberty 
of the individual (in liberal thought) or society’s demands (in socialist 
theories). Finally—and above all—it had to combat the projection as uni- 
versally valid of a conception, specific to post-seventeenth-century West- 
ern European societies, of self-consciousness and a representation of the 
“I” as separate and autonomous. A different understanding of the rela- 
tion between the individual and society thus required setting up a dis- 
tance from present-day schemes of perception and judgment (which the 
sociologists shared) and in that way objectivizing categories of thought 
or experience that seem self-explanatory and universal.? 

This task required specific intellectual instruments, produced either by 
reusing old notions in unexpected and paradoxical ways (for instance, in 
the expression “the society of individuals”) or by proposing new con- 
cepts. One of these was “figuration,” or configuration, which permits 
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thinking of the social world as a web of relations; another was “social 
habitus,” which Elias defines as the “specific make-up” that “each indi- 
vidual, different as he or she may be from all the others .. . shares with 
other members of his or her society.” The notion of social habitus can 
be applied on various levels—that of the nation-state, with the formation 
of distinctive “national characteristics”; that of a particular social form 
(for instance, the court society); or that of the ethnic group, clan, kin- 
ship group, or family. 

The basic thrust of the texts that make up The Society of Individuals 
is to historicize the way of thinking that defines the self and the social 
world as distinct, opposed, and conflictual realities. At what point in the 
civilizing process did such a conception appear? To what particular so- 
cial configuration does it correspond? These were the questions Elias set 
out to resolve. 

To follow Elias’s thought, we need first to pause over the concept of 
configuration. In his many books Elias used a variety of images to eluci- 
date this notion, which considers the reciprocal dependencies binding in- 
dividuals to one another to be the formative matrix of society. In the first 
study in The Society of Individuals he likens configuration to dancing: 


Let us imagine as a symbol of society a group of dancers performing court dances, 
such as the francaise or quadrille, or a country round dance. The steps and bows, 
gestures and movements made by the individual dancer are all entirely meshed and 
synchronized with those of other dancers. If any of the dancing individuals were 
contemplated in isolation, the functions of his or her movements could not be un- 
derstood. The way the individual behaves in this situation is determined by the re- 
lations of the dancers to each other. It is similar with the behaviour of individuals 
in general. Whether they meet as friends or enemies, parents or children, man and 
wife or knight and bondsman, king and subjects, manager and employees, however 
individuals behave is determined by past or present relations to other people. 
Even if they withdraw from all other people as hermits, gestures away from oth- 
ers no less than gestures towards them are gestures in relation to others. Of 
course, an individual can easily leave a dance if he wishes to, but people do not join 
up to form a society solely out of a desire for dance and play. What binds them to 
society is the fundamental disposition of their nature. !° 


Elsewhere Elias uses other figures to explain the “sociological theory 
of interdependence.” In The Court Society, a work published only in 1969 
but written in 1933 as a habilitation thesis at the University of Frankfurt, 
he used the image of a chess match: 
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Nothing better characterizes the problem of human interdependence than the fact 
that each act of a ruler, while perhaps coming closest to the ideal picture of an 
individual act based on free decision, makes the ruler dependent on the ruled 
through being directed at other people who could either oppose it or at least not 
respond in the expected way. This is exactly what the concept of interdependence 
expresses. As in a game of chess, each relatively independent act by an individual 
represents a move on the social chessboard which produces a counter-move by 
another individual—or frequently, in reality, by many other individuals—which 
limits the independence of the first and demonstrates his dependence. !! 


In Was ist Soziologie? (What Is Sociology),12 published in 1970, the 
image Elias picks to clarify configuration (which “serves as a simple con- 
ceptual tool to loosen this social constraint to speak and think as if ‘the 
individual’ and ‘society’ were antagonistic as well as different”) shifts 
from a game of chess to a card game: 


lf four people sit around a table to play cards together, they form a configuration. 
Their actions are interdependent. ... The “game” is no more an abstraction than 
the “players.” The same applies to the figuration by the four players sitting around 
the table. If the term “concrete” means anything at all, we can say that the figura- 
tion formed by the players is as concrete as the players themselves. By figuration 
we mean the changing pattern created by the players as a whole—not only by their 
intellects but by their whole selves, the totality of their dealings in their relation- 
ships with each other. It can be seen that this figuration forms a flexible lattice- 
work of tensions. The interdependence of the players, which is a prerequisite of 
their forming a figuration, may be an interdependence of allies or of opponents. !3 


Elias uses these images to propose a number of fundamental thoughts. 
For one thing, he points out that the concept of configuration is applied 
to social formations of highly varied scope, some immediately percepti- 
ble as a whole (the examples he gives in What Is Sociology? are “teach-- 
ers and pupils in a class, doctors and patients in a therapeutic group, reg- 
ular customers at a pub, children at a nursery school”) and others (a 
village, a city, a nation) in which the whole is less obvious. What differ- 
entiates them is the varying modality of the chains of interdependence— 
which may be long or short, simple or complex—linking the individuals 
who compose them. For another thing, he rejects the substantialist mode 
of thought that sees reality only in corporeal and material things. For 
him, networks of relations are quite as “concrete” or “real” as the in- 
dividuals who make them up. Finally, he suggests that it is reciprocal 
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(which does not mean equal or balanced) dependencies that construct the 
subjects themselves. Subjects do not exist before or outside the relations 
that make them what they are at every moment in the social game. At 
court as on the chessboard, even the king is subject to this law: his ca- 
pacity for movement is admittedly greater than that of those around him, 
but his fate nonetheless depends, finally, on the more constrained and 
more modest moves of those who are linked to him. 

In The Society of Individuals Elias risks a different image, of another 
nature, to make the concept of configuration comprehensible and set it 
apart from spontaneous ways of thinking: 


To get a closer view of this kind of interrelationship one might think of the object 
from which the concept of the network is derived, a woven net. In such a net there 
are many individual threads linked together. Yet neither the totality of the net, nor 
the form taken by each thread in it, can be understood in terms of a single thread 
alone or even all the threads considered singly; it is understood solely in terms of 
the way they are linked, their relationship to each other. This linking gives rise to 
a system of tensions to which each single thread contributes, each in a somewhat 
different manner according to its place and function in the totality of the net. The 
form of the individual thread changes if the tension and structure of the whole net 
change. Yet this net is nothing other than a linking of individual threads; and within 
the whole each thread still forms a unity in itself; it has a unique position and form 


within it.!4 


Although it is true that the image of the net, unlike the figure of the group 
of dancers or chess or card players, suggests by its mere spatial dimension 
the complexity of the skein of relations that constitute a society, it ignores 
duration and history: “The individual actually grows... from a network 
of people existing before him into a network he helps to form.” 

Several assertions result from this way of thinking of the social world 
as a network of relations. The first has to do with the increasing density 
and complexity of the interdependencies among individuals, resulting 
from an increasingly marked differentiation of social functions. This is 
true for the history of humanity over the very long span, where two fun- 
damental traits combine with it: the monopolizing of the control over vi- 
olence on the part of a given group, which establishes its power by that 
means, and the division of tasks, which are doled out in hierarchical fash- 
ion among all the groups that make up a society. It is also true on the scale 
of each particular social formation—the court society, for example, 
where a closely observed differentiation of functions exercised in relation 
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to the king brings a tight interdependence to those who assume those 
functions. 

A second assertion makes the intensity and modality of the bonds of 
interdependence determine the structure of personality. By postulating 
the integrally social nature of mankind, Elias suggests that what is unique 
to humanity is given by the presence, within each individual, of the struc- 
tures and the history of the social world to which he or she belongs. The 
processes that permit this incorporation of the collective into the singu- 
lar are many, but all share a common matrix in the individual’s inscrip- 
tion within a preexisting network of relations: “Without the assimilation 
of preformed social models... the child remains . . . little more than an 
animal.” Thus Elias reformulates in a sociopsychological vein the theme 
of the “wild child,” a topic that was popular throughout the nineteenth 
century, beginning with the memoirs of Jean-Marc-Gaspard Itard, a phy- 
sician who wrote about Victor, the wild boy from the Aveyron, and that 
was prefigured in eighteenth-century fiction—for example, by Marivaux 
in La dispute, a play produced in 1744. 

Finally, it is the balance of tensions proper to each configuration that 
permits a definition of the scope of the exercise of “liberty” or “power.” 
Elias replaces the aporias of philosophical dissertations on liberty and de- 
terminism with a view that measures individuals’ field of possibilities 
(therefore their “liberty”) by their greater or lesser capacity to act on the 
network of interdependencies within which they operate. By that token, 
Elias suggests a negative definition of power, understood as a lesser sub- 
mission to obligatory social constraints, and he shifts the old question of | 
the role of the “great man” in history. If one man is “greater” than an- 
other (that is, freer), he owes it to a position within the structure of de- 
pendency relations that grants him a degree of initiative and capacity to 
act that other individuals lack. The classic example of such a position is 
the absolute king in the court society, since he is both an integral part of 
the court machinery, as are his courtier subjects, and endowed with a 
unique power to manipulate the network of relations and the balance of 
tensions that are the foundation of his domination.15 


The central idea in The Society of Individuals is that the 
concept of the self—the separate, autonomous “I”—that poses the social 
world as external, even hostile, to it was born at a particular stage in the 
civilizing process, when a greater severity in “command over individual 
behavior” was necessary, as was rigorous self-control in public behavior. 
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This notion goes back to the basic thesis of Elias’s masterly Civilizing 
Process of 1939, where he notes that between the Middle Ages and the 
nineteenth century, and for greater and greater segments of the popula- 
tion of the West, the necessary control of impulses was transferred from 
an exterior prohibition, imposed if need be by force, to a stable mecha- 
nism of self-restraint. For Elias, the essential transformation of the struc- 
ture of personality resides in this shift in the mode of containing affect, 


henceforth consigned to an internalized mechanism for censorship rather 


than to an authority situated outside the individual. 

Such a change could take place only under certain conditions: a marked 
differentiation of social functions and state monopoly of the exercise of 
violence. 


As the social fabric grows more intricate, the sociogenetic apparatus of individual 
self-control also becomes more differentiated, more all-round and more stable. 
But the advancing differentiation of social functions is only the first, most general 
of the social transformations which we observe in enquiring into the change in psy- 
chological make-up [psychische Habitus] known as “civilization.” Hand in hand with 
this advancing division of functions goes a total reorganization of the social fabric. 
It was shown in detail earlier why, when the division of functions is low, the cen- 
tral organs of societies of a certain size are relatively unstable and liable to disin- 
tegration. It has been shown how, through specific figurational pressures, cen- 
trifugal tendencies, the mechanisms of feudalization, are slowly neutralized and 
how, step by step, a more stable central organization, a firmer monopolization of 
physical force, are established. The peculiar stability of the apparatus of mental 
self-restraint which emerges as a decisive trait built into the habits of every “civi- 
lized” human being, stands in the closest relationship to the monopolization of 
physical force and the growing stability of the central organs of society. Only with 
the formation of this kind of relatively stable monopolies do societies acquire 
those characteristics as a result of which the individuals forming them get attuned, 
from infancy, to a highly regulated and differentiated pattern of self-restraint; only 
in conjunction with these monopolies does this kind of self-restraint [Selbskontrol- 
lapparatur] require a higher degree of automaticity, does it become, as it were, 
“second nature.” !6 


This development established a decisive link between the process of con- 
struction of the modern state, in the absolutist form it took in Western so- 
cieties, and the fashioning of a new psychic economy that permitted in- 
dividuals to adjust their behavior to the new norms inculcated in them. 
Such was the evolution that makes possible and thinkable the repre- 
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sentation of the separate “I”—the autonomous homo clausus exterior to 
and anterior to the social world. On the one hand, the constitution of a 
private sphere of existence, free from the rules that govern public behav- 
ior, becomes a refuge for intimacy, and by that token a privileged place 
for the singularity of the subject. The affirmation of the irreducible orig- 
inality of the “I,” the primacy given to internal values, and the idea that 
a person’s essence is expressed in private behaviors are all figures— 
thought and lived—of the dissociation of the individual from society. On 
the other hand, the internalizing of mechanisms for the regulation and 
censorship of affect, impulse, and emotion sets up a mechanism or device 
for control within individuals that is designated “conscience” or “rea- 
son.” A basic duality is thus established between the subject and the 
world, conceived as two separate “realities.” 

The form of self-consciousness that characterizes both a social habitus 
in which the “‘we-I balance” gives primacy to the “I” and a fundamen- 
tal dualism that opposes, term by term, the interiority of consciousness 
and the reality of the external world—the subject and the object, the 
spirit and the body—is thus a particular and historically datable form of 
the way individuals conceive of their relation to the world. Hence Elias’s 
philosophical iconoclasm, which sees the classical theory of cognition, as 
it developed from Descartes’s cogito, as dependent on transformations in 
the structure of personality engendered by the construction of the mod- 
ern state and the “civilizing process.” However it is expressed, that the- 
ory contains two essential traits: it postulates the existence of a priori and 
universal forms of understanding; and it represents the subject as inde- 
pendent of other subjects and the world. 

Elias borrows from Condillac to offer a fine parable of “thinking stat- 
ues” to help his reader understand the vision of man he is challenging: 


On the bank of a broad river, or on the steep slope of a high mountain, stands a 
row of statues. They cannot move their limbs. But they have eyes and can see. Per- 
haps ears as well, that can hear. And they can think. They have “understanding” 
[Verstand]. We can assume that they do not see each other, even though they well 
know that others exist. Each stands in isolation. Each statue in isolation perceives 
that something is happening on the other side of the river, or the valley. Each 
forms ideas of what is happening, and broods on the question [of] how far these 
ideas correspond to what is happening. Some think that such ideas simply mirror 
the happenings on the other side. Others think that much is contributed by their 
own understanding; in the end one cannot know what is going on over there. Each 
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statue forms its own opinion. Everything it knows comes from its own experience. 
It has always been as it is now. It does not change. It sees. It observes. Something 
is happening on the other side. It thinks about it. But whether what it thinks cor- 
responds to what is going on over there remains unresolved. It has no way of con- 
vincing itself. It is immobile. And alone. The abyss is too deep. The gap is un- 
bridgeable.!7 


This parable enables Elias to mark his distance from classical philoso- 
phy, opposing to the immobility of the thinking statues the historicity of 
the categories of thought and experience, and to their isolation the inser- 
tion of every thinking subject within a network of relations that limits 
what it is possible to think. A critique of the classical philosophical tra- 
dition is one of the major constants in Elias’s thought. It is rooted in his 
student years, when he studied philosophy (and medicine) at the Univer- 
sity of Breslau, the city where he was born. In the autobiographical notes 
he published in 1990 Elias relates the friction between him and Richard 
H6nigswald, the neo-Kantian professor who was his thesis director. 
Tense relations became conflict in 1922, when Elias submitted a work ti- 
tled “Idee und Individuum: Eine kritische Untersuchung zum Begriff der 
Geschichte.” Elias tells us: 


In the course of my work on my doctoral dissertation | had gradually—in painful 
arguments with myself—arrived at the conviction that the whole idea of a priori 
truth did not hold water. | could no longer ignore the fact that all that Kant re- 
garded as timeless and as given prior to all experience, whether it be the idea of 
the causal connections or of time or of natural and moral laws, together with the 
words that went with them, had to be learned from other people in order to be 
present in the consciousness of the individual human being. As acquired knowl- 
edge they therefore formed a part of a person’s store of experiences. And as this 
now seemed to me irrefutable, | wrote as much in my doctoral dissertation. 
Hénigswald pronounced it downright wrong. Without giving any reasons that | 
found convincing, he instructed me to change my argument. He could not accept 
it as it was. We both stood by our opinions—as | have done up to this day—until 
| had to admit that his power potential was greater than mine. | deleted the most 
explicit passages, toned down a few others, sent him the diminished product, 
which he accepted without comment, and | was thus made a D. Phil. of Breslau 
University.'8 


He defended his dissertation on 30 January 1924, and a short extract 
from it was printed.!? 
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After 1925, when he settled in Heidelberg to write his habilitation the- 
sis, Elias abandoned philosophy for sociology. But this initial formation 
left a lasting imprint on his thought. It gave him a culture that appears in 
the references (which are not abundant, however) in the three texts that 
make up The Society of Individuals. Out of the thirty or so authors Elias 
mentions, ten fit within the canon of classical philosophy (Plato and Aris- 
totle, of course, but also Descartes, Spinoza, Berkeley, Locke, Hume, 
Kant, Hegel, and Husserl). Elias also mentions the masters of sociology— 
Comte, Marx, Weber, and Durkheim—Freud, the philosophers of history 
Spengler and Toynbee, three classic authors of German literature, Goethe, 
Rilke, and Thomas Mann, plus Sartre (La nausée) and Camus (L’étranger). 
But the aporias encountered in his philosophical preparation encouraged 
Elias to reject the classical conception of the relation of humankind to the 
world. At least this was his view in a retrospective presentation of the in- 
tellectual itinerary that began with his 1924 dissertation: “Even in my dis- 
sertation, which, in view of the circumstances, was still written in a 
wholly philosophical style, with a consequent tendency to see human his- 
tory as if it were the mental product of individual people, I had stated un- 
ambiguously that the traditional concept of the ‘individual’ needed to be 
developed further.”2° But that intellectual itinerary arrived at a new way 
of thinking only with Elias’s conversion to sociology: he speaks of his 
“fight against the still dominant image of the person as homo clausus,” 
but he states, “It took a great deal of time for me to move away from the 
dominant image of the human being sealed from the outside world, and 
to find my way to the opposite image of the individual fundamentally at- 
tuned to a world, to that which he or she is not, to other things and es- 
pecially other people—a process closely linked to my decision to aban- 
don the study of philosophy.”2! 

Until the last years of his life, Elias held firm to his critical attitude to- 
ward classical philosophy, which he saw as guilty both of isolating the in- 
dividual and of dissolving the historicity of categories of thought. In an 
interview given in 1985 he stated: 


I think, based on an examination of the facts and not on simple opinion, that noth- 
ing exists like what Kant conceptualized speculatively with a priori or transcen- 
dental categories—that is, by postulating the existence of inborn forms of thought. 
| have indicated on several occasions that if Kant could consider reason to be given 
to us by nature, it was because in his times biology was not sufficiently developed 
to give the term “nature” a purely biological meaning. It seems to me absurd to 
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think that concepts such as “cause,” “substance,” “nature,” “natural laws,” and 
others are given to human beings innately. Thus it is not | but the facts that show 


that the “a prioris” or the transcendental limits of knowledge do not exist.?? 


Against the Kantian concepts, Elias proposed another way of thinking 
that established the historical variability of forms of thought and of self- 
consciousness. The transformations of self-consciousness are governed 
by a paradoxical law: the thicker the reciprocal ties of dependence among 
individuals, the stronger their awareness of their autonomy. Thus one can 
understand why the representation of an “I” separate from the external 
world and independent of it was emphasized in nineteenth- and twentieth- 
century societies. In the second text in The Society of Individuals, Elias 
places this process of the reinforcement of individualization within the 
divorce that all democratic societies set up between the social “aspira- 
tions” of individuals, encouraged by the many possible destinies they 
might contemplate, and the limitations that hedge in their objective 
“chances for success” according to their position in society. The appar- 
ently open possibilities in a society that no longer puts differences of es- 
tate into a hierarchy engender competitions that are all the more painful 
for being based in the individual’s ability to stand out in a world that de- 
nies the legitimacy of differentiation. The foiled ambition of all who fail 
to obtain the positions they aspire to changes into a frustration that im- 
putes individual disappointments to the injustice of the social world. The 
tension between the wounded “I” and the cruel world outside makes the 
awareness of a radical separation between the person and society even 
more acute. The rivalries and bitterness of the democratic age thus trans- 
form the dichotomies constructed by the classical theory of knowledge 
into a widely shared experience. 


The Society of Individuals is not just a book devoted to 
the historical conditions that led to the emergence of the modern concept 
of the individual, closed within the self and separated from society. The 


work also helps us understand the nature of the civilizing process, which — 


Elias carefully distinguishes from biological processes. For him the very 
long-term changes that have profoundly modified the structure of the 
personality in Western Europe have three principal characteristics: they 
were irregular, with alternating spurts forward and stagnant moments; 
they were marked by gaps and discontinuities; they even saw regressions. 


C cc 
T 


Concerning the first of these, Elias stresses the advance of “civilization,” 
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made possible by a domestication of natural forces that in turn depended 
on the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century. Because it permits 
a greater differentiation of social functions, hence a greater interdepen- 
dence, and because it supposes a mastery of immediate impulses, that 
domination, based on the conquests of modern physics, brings acceler- 
-ated changes in psychic economy: “Control of nature, social control and 

self-control form a kind of chain ring; they form a triangle of intercon- 
nected functions which can serve as a basic pattern for the observation of 
human affairs. One side cannot develop without the others; the extent 
and form of one depend on those of the others; and if one of them col- 
lapses, sooner or later the others follow.”23 

The second trait of the evolution of the structure of personality lies 
in the potential discontinuities between the development of ties of in- 
terdependence among individuals and the form of their social habitus. 
Situations of that sort appear when, in a given configuration, there is a 
gap between the degree of social integration and the degree of fixity in 
the identity of the “we.”24 Elias is talking about discordances of this 
kind when he speaks of the “fossilization of the social habitus.” He 
gives several examples. The first comes from contemporary African so- 
cieties—societies of which he had firsthand knowledge from the two 
years he spent (1962 to 1964) as a professor at the University of Accra 
in Ghana. He stresses continued reliance on equating the “we” with the 
level of the ethnic or kinship group (which controls the distribution of 
public offices) within the process of construction of a national state that 
raises reciprocal dependence to a higher level. A second example points 
out the contrasts in the perpetuation of fixed collective identities on the 
level of national states in a world unified by interdependence on a plan- 
etary scale—as attested by the notion of the rights of man, which lim- 
its the systems of law particular to the various states in the name of each 
individual’s membership in all of humanity, and given the risk of nu- 
clear destruction, by the extension of the “survival unit” of humanity 
to the entire planet. Elias uses an excellent image to describe such in- 
stances of hysteresis (effects that lag behind their causes): “In relation to 
their own group identity and, more widely, their own social habitus, 
people have no free choice. These things cannot be simply changed like 
clothes.”25 | 

Finally, Elias does not exclude the possibility of regression during the 
course of the civilizing process: 
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The cumulative experience of many hundreds of generations was needed before 
foresight, and the ability to restrain and control internal and external natural 
forces, grew continuously. And because the development in this direction was not 
a biological one, was not, as often seems to be believed, rooted in human nature, 
it can also be reversed. The long chains of actions with their division of functions 
can shrink again. The social and psychological control of behaviour can be re- 
duced-—not just here and there, as happens constantly at all times, but over the 
whole of humanity. And the specific kind of behaviour referred to by words like 
“civilized” or “individualized” can give way to forms of behaviour and experience 
driven by short-term animal impulses. 


But this text, haunted by the memory of Nazi brutality, the war, and the 
Shoah, ends with the assertion that the evolution of societies does not 
seem to permit a total reversal of direction: 


Movements in both directions can always be observed in history, even if in the last 
millennia a particular movement has been predominant for long periods: the so- 
cial and mental transformation of relatively small groups acting in a relatively 
short-term manner, with simple needs and uncertain fulfillment of these needs, 
into larger, more populous groups with a sharper division of functions, stronger 
control of behaviour, more complex and diverse needs and a more highly devel- 


oped apparatus of co-ordination or government.?® 


This reflection, within a text written toward the end of the 1940s or in 
the early 1950s, seems to anticipate the objections that were raised when 
Elias’s 1939 Civilizing Process gained a broader circulation. At that time, 
two major objections were raised concerning the ineluctable nature of 
that process.27 The first of these started off by noting that constraints reg- 
ulating behavior in contemporary societies are much relaxed. Some saw 
this “informalization” of social behavior—unaccompanied by any reduc- 
tion in the density or the intensity of interdependencies—as an inversion 
of the course of increased severity in the control of affect since the Mid- 
dle Ages.28 This criticism itself raises some doubts, however, given that 
the process of “informalization” begun at the end of the nineteenth cen- 
tury and accentuated during the 1960s in no way involves a move back- 
ward toward substituting external constraints for the mechanisms of self- 
control. To the contrary, with less rigidity in the conventions that restrain 
spontaneous acts, the internalized control of impulses and emotions be- 
comes even more necessary and more demanding. Elias presents sports, 
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in active practice or as spectacle, as an exemplary figure of the “highly 
controlled decontrolling of emotional controls”—the strict constraint 
that limits the liberties taken in the repression of emotion.2? Far from 
contradicting the civilizing process, the relaxation—temporary or last- 
ing—of norms of behavior is an indication of an advance in its discipline. 

The second major objection raised to Elias’s Civilizing Process was 
founded in the fact—a reality he found sickening—of the return to bar- 
barity in the middle of the century and in the land of high culture that 
was his homeland. Here too the contradiction is perhaps only apparent. 
Nazi violence can be seen as an extreme form of the state’s monopolizing 
of the use of force—a force that in this case was turned against a portion 
of its own population. The Shoah, which relied on a painstaking differ- 
entiation of functions and tasks and occurred within a “pacified” society, 
is witness to a terrible connection between the most radical sort of state 
violence and the strict control of emotions demanded of those who car- 
ried out the “final solution.” 3° In this case as in others (for example, the 
Terror), even if state violence creates occasions for the liberation of cruel 


impulses, it is only within the fabric of the process of “civilization,” 


which reserves force to the state and disciplines individuals, that it can be 
established. For the worse. | 

The Society of Individuals casts light on yet another question raised by 
Elias’s views—that of the modalities for the incorporation, within each 
of the individuals who make up a social formation, of the collective habi- 
tus proper to that configuration. Elias lays down two lines of investiga- 


€ 


tion for comprehending the mechanisms that guarantee “social model- 
ing,” understood as fashioning a structure of personality common to the 
members of a given society. One focuses on “instinctive relations”—the 
first experiences of early childhood and the immediacy of relations with 
close family. The other stresses the role of the social institutions (the 
court is one example) charged with inculcating norms of behavior and 
rules of conduct. In both cases but in different ways, it is the individual’s 
inscription within a network of relations that gives humankind its spe- 
cific nature: “Man is to a special degree a social being, dependent on the 


society of other people.”3! 


Norbert Elias died in Amsterdam on 1 August 1990, at 
age ninety-three. His long life merges with the history of our century at 
its most somber. Little by little, thanks to the publication of many previ- 
ously unpublished pieces, to translations, and to monographs about him, 
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Elias’s lifework appears for what it is: one of the most fundamental con- 
tributions of our times. The Society of Individuals gives us a better com- 
prehension of the theoretical bases of his works—-bases that were in 
opposition to the idealist philosophical tradition and were organized 
around the two central notions of process and configuration. But this 
book also shows Elias’s interest in the transformations of the world in 
which he wrote. For him sociological analysis must always be both theo- 
retical and empirical. In the study he wrote immediately after the war as 
in the essay written in the winter of 1986, he offers an original reading of 
the realities of our times that draws on his very long-range perspective. 
At every turn his perception is keen, rooting contemporary events in long- 
term evolution and proposing models of interpretation with a strong con- 
ceptual framework. Elias’s sharp critique of the sociologists’ “retreat into 
the present” after World War II should not be interpreted as a lack of in- 
terest in the present.32 Quite the contrary. A difficult detour by way of 
history—which for Elias is not the event-crammed history of the histori- 
ans—is the precondition for elaborating the true intelligibility of the con- 
temporary world. In an age easily satisfied by summary judgments and 
fond of shortcuts, this is a lesson to ponder. 
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The Double Bind 


and Detachment 


In what tense are we to understand Norbert Elias’s En- 
gagement und Distanzierung (Involvement and Detachment)?! Does the 
history of the past decade oblige us to read the book in the past tense? - 
The world has changed since Elias wrote the essays that make up this 
work. There is no longer the confrontation between two superpowers, 
the United States and the Soviet Union, that he analyzes here as the par- 
oxysmal figure for an interdependence that neither partner could control 
or break. And with its disappearance, everything that expressed the in- 
exorable rivalry between the two blocs has also gone: the Cold War and 
the clash of ideologies, the arms race, the atomic balance of terror. The 
collapse of one of the rivals has permitted a significant reduction of the 
nuclear arsenal and a search (as yet hesitant) for a form of international 
arbitration that might be capable of preventing, or at least limiting, the 
use of violence among nations. Our world today seems to have little in 
common with the world of the late 1970s in which Elias wrote or rewrote 
these texts. 

Moreover, for Elias what is essential lies in what he calls “unplanned 
social processes” working within the necessary dynamics of configura- 
tions that impose their laws on social actors. Dramatic changes in the 
world situation seem to have thrust back into the limelight individual de- 
cisions, voluntary actions, and the unexpected, unpredictable initiatory 
event. By that token one might well wonder what pertinence there is in a 
thought whose central concepts, as they appear in this book (configura- 
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tion, functional interdependence, the double bind, unplanned process, 
balance of tensions, and more), stress objective determinations that in- 
dividuals may be unaware of but that hold their thoughts and actions 
strictly in check. 

A “past tense” reading of Involvement and Detachment, though faith- 
ful to the spirit of our time, seems to me to miss what makes Elias’s work 
perpetually relevant. The book is still important, first, because it is wholly 
germane to the debates that have invaded all the social sciences in recent 
years, history in particular, and that continue to do so today. The basic 
question in those debates is whether the models forged for the exact 
sciences can be used to make social processes intelligible. Criticizing the 
application of the “Galilean paradigm” (the expression is Carlo Ginz- 
burg’s)* to the study of human societies, Elias insists that an analytical 
approach, which proceeds by dismantling the component parts in order 
to know the whole, is inadequate to account for complex organizations 
and configurations. Configurations, he states, are defined by the system 
of relations interconnecting their elements, not by a simple juxtaposition 
of those elements. Hence the need for (and the legitimacy of) an approach 
that breaks with representations of the autonomous subject that were set 
up in the seventeenth century and takes as its prime object the interde- 
pendencies, close or remote, perceived or invisible, within which individ- 
uals are “chained.” 

In the two fragments on contemporary biology and astronomy that 
end the book, Elias goes one step further to stress that models proper to 
the physical and chemical sciences are inadequate to, a grasp of “inte- 
grated structures” of a “higher level of integration” (137) that result from 
biological or cosmological processes. The same sort of remark applies to 
the natural sciences, where it marks both the limits of a method that op- 
erates by separating and classifying elements and the need for a diamet- 
rically different approach: a model can be found by studying the most 
complex organizations, whose instrument is “synthesis,” for constructing 
“models”——a “model of models” (127). This leads Elias to a close critique 


of the notions and representations that hinder comprehension of evo- 


lution taking place on a higher level of integration: examples are the 
difficulties involved in imagining processes that have no beginning, the 
temptation to apply to all organizations the commanding structure of 
physical and chemical phenomena, and the definition and isolation of 
bodies of scientific knowledge according to objects supposed to be proper 
to that domain. One can easily find in Elias’s pages on the natural sci- 
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ences and cosmology—whose validity is a matter for specialists to de- 
cide—themes that he developed further in the context of human societies 
in his Die Gesellschaft der Individuen (The Society of Individuals). In par- 
ticular, we find the essential idea that social configurations, organized 
into a hierarchy according to their level of integration, cannot be under- 
stood based on the atomistic representation of the isolated “I”—the in- 
dependent individual.3 

The concept of configuration, as Elias constructs it, was immediately 
useful to the thoughts and discussions that emerged when interactionist 
approaches were applied to the study of history. Historians (in particular 
those who practice “microhistory” in the Italian microstoria tradition) 
rejected the concentration on structures and positions—hence on social 
groups, understood as abstract entities in a hierarchy—that had long 
been the rule in favor of small-scale observation of the networks and sit- 
uations in which individuals are the actors.4 This shift is legitimate and 
fruitful, on condition (Elias reminds us) that we remember not to limit 
the ties of dependency between individuals to ones they may have expe- 
rienced or been aware of. Situations for interaction and networks of re- 
lations are always connected to remote and invisible determinations that 
both make them possible and give them structure. As is often the case, 
Elias’s thought here is an invitation to leave behind false oppositions (be- 
tween relations and structures, between experienced situations and a sys- 
tem of positions) and to consider that individuals are just as apt to be ig- 
norant of the ties that make them what they are as to be aware of them. 

The second reason for the timeliness of Elias’s Involvement and De- 
tachment is its discussion of the ties of dependency linking the knowledge 
produced by the social sciences and the interests, judgments, and en- 
gagements of the people who produce them. Here two things are needed. 
First, if we want to verify the effects of such specific determinations, we 
must learn about them precisely in the places and institutions where 
knowledge is elaborated. It is only by objectivizing their own positions 
that investigators can detach themselves from the dependencies that con- 
strain them without their knowledge and can practice the “emotional 
disenchantment” (67) that separates “scientific” knowledge from unme- 
diated representations and spontaneous prejudices. Next Elias defines it 
as the special task of the sociology of knowledge to note how various 
individuals’ memberships in groups, positions, and interests work to or- 
ganize not only their declared ideological positions but also—and more 
interesting—their most neutral scientific practices and most technical de- 
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cisions: how they choose and group objects, how they constitute and 
treat data, what forms of demonstration they use, and so on. Elias’s re- 
flections suggest an outline for research aimed at noting the way partic- 
ular mechanisms (theoretical, analytical, or discursive) translate into the 
language that is specific to the production of knowledge the determina- 
tions of all sorts (institutional, social, national, etc.) governing the rela- 
tions of scientists or scholars to the objects they study. “Involvement,” as 
Elias conceives it, is not always obvious; it lurks camouflaged within pro- 
cedures intended to present the results of the research as purely objective. 
One example of this is the transfer of models of intelligibility borrowed 
from the physical sciences, a transfer that in many cases creates a facade 
of detachment behind which a clearly involved position is concealed. 
Many historians and not a few sociologists find it difficult to understand that soci- 
eties, which are, after all, nothing but networks of functionally interdependent 
human beings, can have a structure of their own, or—-what is saying much the 
same—that human beings as individuals or groups are bound to each other in spe- 
cific figurations whose dynamics have a constraining and compelling influence on 
those who form them. (79) 

Even more than historians and sociologists, the individuals who are caught 
up in these chains of reciprocal dependence perceive them emotionally 
and by means of their imaginations. They impute the unavoidable effects 


of social ties to hostile intentions or consider them unpredictable threats, » 


thus reinforcing their own vulnerability to aggression: “The ever-present 
danger nurtures a high affectivity of thought and action, a low ability to 
constrain strong feelings which, in turn, makes for the perpetuation of a 
high danger level, for an inability to bring those dangers under control” 
(108). To designate the circularity of a dependency that is both the effect 
and the cause of this danger, Elias borrows the psychiatric notion of the 
“double bind” that Gregory Bateson uses to describe the family back- 
ground common in schizophrenia and the pathogenesis of the psychotic 
syndromes that underlie it.5 Constant Piqueray gives this definition of 
“the theory of the double bind”: 


[It] establishes that an individual may well present symptoms that will qualify him as 
insane if he is frequently subjected, by someone close to him, to a message made 
up of an injunction plus a second injunction bearing on the first and contradictory 
to it. Bateson stresses that in order for there to be a double bind, these paradoxi- 
cal messages must be inscribed in a context where the individual who receives them 
can neither escape them nor denounce this situation as a metacommunicant.® 
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Elias uses this notion, detaching it from all reference to schizophrenia, as 
one of the central concepts of “sociological theories of unplanned pro- 
cesses” (99) that “bind” individuals, first by their own dynamics, in which 
individual, voluntary action plays no part, and then by the anxious un- 
derstanding of them that individuals subjected to them develop through 
affect and imagination. 

At the same time that it produces new configurations of the “double 
bind,” the expansion of the civilizing process, understood as a growing 
control over emotional and anxiety-ridden representations of phenom- 
ena, offers ways to loosen that bind. This hard-won detachment nonethe- 
less has its discontinuities and contradictions. The first is the gap between 
the mastery over natural forces, stripped of their magic by technological 
and scientific knowledge, and a continuing insecurity in social life. The 
second is the contrast between the gradual containment of violence 
among men, made possible by the state’s monopolizing of violence, and 
the perpetual threat of recourse to force in relations among nation-states 
that lack a central entity strong enough to impose rules and prohibitions 
on potential belligerents. This means that in the contemporary world, re- 
lations among states are organized according to the model of interdepen- 
dence that ruled relations among individuals before the modern state 
(first in its absolutist form) established the constraints—which then be- 
came self-restraints—that gradually pacified the social sphere: 


In people’s social life with each other, and particularly at the inter-state level, the 
force of the double-bind is still almost unbroken. Here, the reciprocal reinforce- 
ment and perpetuation of a relatively low capacity for controlling the dangerous 
processes on which the survival and well-being of humans depends—or, in other 
words, the capacity for more reality-oriented practice, and a low capacity for a rel- 
atively detached mode of thinking, for curbing affects and fantasies, for restraining 
immediate wishes and fears and preventing them from dominating action and 
thought—are still operative and still largely beyond human control. (101). 


The strength of Elias’s approach is the close connection he makes be- 
tween the conquest of detachment and the various stages of the civilizing 
process. The reference to Edgar Allan Poe’s “A Descent into the Mael- 
strom” (1841), which lends its title to the second study in Involvement 
and Detachment, makes this connection metaphorically. Only when indi- 
viduals have enough control over their own impulses can they limit the 
investment of affect and imagination and turn to comprehending natural 
phenomena, social processes, or relations among states. Conversely, if 
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there is a gap between the “relatively high level of self-control” and “high 
capacity for producing more reality-oriented knowledge” that has been 
“attained in people’s relationship with nature” and “their ability to con- 
trol the dangers inherent in their coexistence within the framework of 
states” (111), it is because the reinforcement of self-restraint does not 
destroy the emotional involvement that openly characterized the earlier 
stage in the fashioning of psychic economy but rather buries it in the 
structure of personality. As is frequently true in Elias’s work, here he con- 
verges with Freud, but without accepting either Freud’s concepts or his 
definitions. Remarking that in evolved societies the forms of social differ- 
entiation and of the organization of power have led individuals to inter- 
nalize a high degree of control over their emotions, Elias notes that “in 
later-stage societies” of a “comparatively high level of emotional detach- 
ment, of reality-orientation as distinct from fantasy-orientation,” the lat- 
ter, “even in private life, becomes more controlled.” Elias continues: “Re- 
ceiving less support from the public fund of knowledge and its powerful 
guardians, the primary code of human experience, without losing its 
force, becomes, while people grow up, a more or less submerged layer of 
the personality-structure. Freud discovered it there and called it—with a 
not wholly appropriate term—the ‘unconscious.’” But to mark his differ- 
ence from Freud, Elias adds, “not wholly appropriate, for it refers to ex- 
perience which although stored in memory, as a result of some blockage 
cannot normally be remembered at will, even though it continues indi- 
rectly to participate in steering people’s conduct” (62). 

Can “figurational sociology,” a powerful instrument for understand- 
ing evolution in the very long term, help us decipher our present or warn 
us of what is in store in the near future? Our sudden and unpredictable 
entry into a world no longer dominated by the conflict between two ide- 
ologically antagonistic superpowers seems to remove all pertinence— 
now that one is triumphant and the other disbanded—from an analysis 
that uses the theory of the “double bind” and reciprocal dependence to 
describe competition between the United States and the Soviet Union. Let 
us read more closely: 


But inter-state conflict itself does not, as is often believed, derive its whole dy- 
namic force from intra-state conflicts between workers and managers and from 
the social beliefs which identify and legitimize the two sides. ... The relationships 
between states and the conflicts they generate have a dynamics of their own. [The] 
antagonism [of both sides] and the dynamics [of intrastate conflict] in no way dif- 
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fer structurally from the hegemonial struggles into which, as far back in the past 
as we can see, the power units that have emerged as strongest from a long drawn- 
out elimination contest have almost invariably been drawn. ... Only what is at 
stake this time is hegemony over the whole of humanity. (91-92) 


Elias adds somewhat later, “Inherently, the drift towards empire-building 
of the two greatest hegemonial powers of the late twentieth century has 
little to do with the social ideals of either communism or capitalism. As 
I have already said, inter-state relations have a dynamics of their own” (92). 

This statement sounds a warning not to be too quick to equate the end 
of the confrontation between two antagonistic social ideologies (Elias 
calls them the social religions of our time) with the end of the rivalry be- 
tween powers engaged in an automatic and obligatory competition to oc- 
cupy a position of planetwide hegemony—a rivalry in which the “mech- 
anism of monopolization” of the contemporary age differs radically from 
older forms always limited to one particular geographical area.” That one 
of the former adversaries seems for the moment so weakened that it is no 
longer a dangerous rival, thus apparently eliminating all competition, 
tells us little about the situation in the future. Nor does it guarantee there 
will be no return to a balance of forces based on fierce rivalry between 
the most powerful states: “Both try to increase their security; and every 
move made by one of them in order to gain greater security is likely to 
heighten the insecurity of the other side. Each side tries to increase its po- 
tential for destruction. That, too, has a spiralling effect” (89). 

In order to understand, control, and lessen the dangers inherent in the 
mechanisms at work in unplanned social processes, those processes need 
to be seen from a distance. Although Elias’s sociology concentrates on 
discovering connections rather than on an all-powerful human intention, 
it is by no means a submission to necessity or a theory of powerlessness 
and fatality. Its efiicacy supposes one precondition, however—the “un- 
learning” of the most habitual categories and the most traditional ways 
of ordering reality. In a challenge to intellectual laziness, the “figurational 
sociology” brings together objects usually dispersed among different spe- 
cialized disciplines and treats as evolutions over the very long term reali- 
ties that traditional disciplines consider only synchronously. The theory 
of the “double bind” (one of the few conceptual instruments that Elias 
added in later years to the body of notions he elaborated in the 1930s) 
gives an adequate representation of processes and interdependencies: “As 
a theoretical model, double-binds, with their inescapable circularity, their 
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eventual loosening, and their possible break-up, can serve as an example 
of the advance in reality-orientation which becomes possible if one over- 
comes the tendency towards departmental isolation and process-reduc- 
tion in the formation of concepts” (114). The only possible safeguard 
against dangers that present a more lasting threat than we might suppose 
from the state of the world today is the “detour by detachment” given by 
knowledge. Social phenomena, governed by laws and dynamics of their 
own, are and will remain—at least until a certain stage in their develop- 
ment—-modifiable by human action. “There is no reason to assume that 
we have yet reached the point of no return in the maelstrom in which we 
are drifting” (246—47). 
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Sports, or The Controlled 


Decontrolling of Emotions 


Quest for Excitement, by Norbert Elias and Eric Dun- 
ning, was published in 1986,! but the book’s history begins thirty years 
earlier. Elias was fifty-seven years old in 1954. He fled Nazi Germany in 
April 1933, and after a few months in Paris he moved to London. With 
the support of a committee to assist Jewish refugees and thanks to the 
collections of the British Library, it took him only three years to complete 
an immense work published in Basel in 1939, Uber den Prozess der Zivili- 
sation: Soziogenetische und psychogenetische Untersuchungen. (The Civ- 
ilizing Process).2 The book went practically unnoticed in a Europe at 
war, and it was totally unknown in England. In London, both during and 
after the war, Elias held only temporary positions. For some time he was 
a research assistant at the London School of Economics, then he made his 
living teaching adult extension courses at the University of London and 
giving group therapy sessions under the auspices of the Group Analytic 
Society, an association founded by several psychiatrists gathered around 
S. H. Foulkes, whom Elias had known in Frankfurt before 1933 and who, 
like him, had fled Germany. 

There were difficult years, but in 1954 Elias’s life changed: 


| received two offers of lectureships in sociology; one from Leicester and another 
from Leeds. Characteristically, both came from people [Ilya Neustadt and Eugene 
Grebenik] who were themselves refugees, but younger than | was, so that they 
had been educated at English universities. | decided in favour of Leicester, where 


Neustadt, who came from Odessa, had a chair. [Elias had met Neustadt when the 
latter, who was twenty years younger than he, was librarian at the London School 
of Economics.] It was one of the new sociology departments that were being set 
up in England at that time. ... Leicester was a pretty, clean, medium-sized city, and 
had the additional advantage that one could travel to London and back in a day.? 


Thus Elias received his first permanent university position at age fifty- 
seven, first as a lecturer in sociology at the University College of Leices- 
ter, then as reader in the newly established (1957) department of sociol- 
ogy of the University of Leicester. 

The sociology department at Leicester was expanding rapidly—it had 
only two members in 1954 (Neustadt and Elias), three in 1957, six in 1959, 
and twenty in 1962—and its reputation was growing. Elias gave a two- 
part introductory course in sociology for freshmen, “Comparative Stud- 
ies of Contemporary Societies at Different Stages of Development” and 
“Selected Theories of Social Development.” He enjoyed teaching, but his 
writings remained largely unknown and underestimated, and he was 
turned down for the chair in sociology created at the university in 1960. 
As Richard Brown, a junior lecturer at Leicester at the time, explained, 


Uber den Prozess der Zivilisation was unavailable in English [the book was translated 
in 1978 and 1982] and difficult to get hold of in German; and two articles in the 
British Journal of Sociology [in 1950 and 1956], on the genesis of the naval profession 
and on involvement and detachment, although important contributions, could not 
fill the gap. When he did publish during his time in Leicester it was as likely to be 
in German as in English, as in the case of his paper on public opinion in England 
(Elias 1959).4 


In 1962, when he reached retirement age, Elias left England for Ghana, 
where for two years he was professor of sociology at the University of 
Accra. During the eight years he spent in Leicester Elias had published 
very little: only one article in the British Journal of Sociology and a study 
in German that had little resonance. Much later, in 1984, he recalled his 
experience in that British university with a regret tinged with bitterness: 


| also took great care to ensure that only really gifted people became lecturers, 
which had the very curious result that, after London, Leicester was the leading 
supplier of professors of sociology in England. Many of the people who were lec- 
turers with us now have chairs. However, | do find it sad that practically none of 
them took my approach further. Most of them regarded my way of thinking in 
long-term processes as lying outside the mainstream. And they were not mistaken, 
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for it might have cost them their careers had they followed that approach. It was 
not at all fashionable in sociology to think in long-range processes.° 


These recollections long after the fact are not totally accurate. At least 
two people who had been students at Leicester adopted Elias’s ideas and 
coauthored publications with him after his return to England from Ghana. 
The first of these was The Established and the Outsiders, a book that de- 
veloped out of John L. Scotson’s master of arts thesis.® In that work Elias 
used a monographic study of a community in the suburbs of Leicester as 
the basis for a theory of the relations between “established groups” and 
“marginal groups.” The same theory later proved useful for understand- 
ing the outbreaks of violence that occur in contemporary society and the 
situation of the Jews in the German empire and the Weimar Republic, 
where they were stigmatized as “outsiders” but saw themselves as being 
among the “established.” 7 

The second former student who pursued Elias’s interests was Eric Dun- 
ning, with whom Elias published first articles and then books. A student at 
Leicester who played cricket and football (soccer), Dunning read The Civ- 
ilizing Process when Ilya Neustadt lent him the German edition. He pro- 
posed to Elias that they work together on sports and leisure activities, a 
subject that did not immediately spring to mind in the 1950s, when it would 
not have been considered a legitimate topic for sociological research. At the 
beginning of the introduction to Quest for Excitement, Elias recalled that 
“when we started on this work, the sociology of sports was still in its in- 
fancy. I well remember Eric Dunning discussing with me the question of 
whether sport, and particularly football, would be considered by the au- 
thorities to be a respectable subject of research in the social sciences and, 
in particular, for an MA thesis. I think we helped a little to make it that.” 
It was only some years after his return from Ghana, however, that Elias 
began to publish on sports, alone or more often with Eric Dunning. 

Quest for Excitement, which was published in 1986, clearly shows the 
three stages of Elias’s interest in this topic. Five of the six studies in this 
work (one signed by Elias alone, four written with Dunning) were pub- 
lished elsewhere between 1966 and 1971.9 Elias drifted away from the 
subject, but after Eric Dunning had written Barbarians, Gentlemen, and 
Players with Kenneth Sheard (published in 1979), he became internation- 
ally recognized as a specialist on the topic, as attested by the four articles 
or lectures written from 1979 to 1983 and reprinted in Quest for Excite- 
ment.10 Finally, in addition to a piece on sports and violence, Elias wrote 
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a long introduction to the English-language edition of Ouest for Excite- 
ment (a collection of some of the same pieces had been published earlier 
in German),!! situating sports in the long term of the civilizing process 
and studying them from the viewpoints of national differences (between 
England and France in particular) and changes through time. 


With these works, Elias and Dunning invented a gen- 
uinely new topic of study. Their first task was to describe it. Despite a 
continuity of vocabulary and a similarity in the actions involved, modern 
sports and traditional games had more differences than they had traits in 
common. Elias and Dunning took the accepted notion that “sports” were 
universal, existing in all cultures, ancient and contemporary, European 
and non-European, and opposed to it a discontinuity, defining sports ac- 
cording to characteristics that distinguish them from other forms of lei- 
sure activity and competition existing before or concurrently with them. 
The texts that make up Ouest for Excitement thus stress what is specific 
to modern sports: a diminution in the violence permitted when bodies are 
placed in a game situation; the existence of written and uniform rules to 
codify practices; making sports play (and sports spectacles) autonomous 
from war or ritual combat. 

When they stress the differences between modern wrestling or boxing 
and the pancratium of classical antiquity (chapter 3), or between “folk 
football” and modern football or rugby (chapter 5), Elias and Dunning 
break with three notions that underlay—and often still underlie—studies 
of sports and games. These were placing all contemporary sports in a 
long-term genealogy of more or less direct descent from ancestor sports; 
supposing that all societies are like our own in devoting a portion of their 
activities and their time to “sports”; explaining such practices, held to be 
comparable through time and across space, by the universal psychologi- 
cal dispositions of a homo ludens who needed games and entertainments 
once the tasks necessary to the survival of the species and the individual 
had been attended to.!2 From the Greeks to the Aztecs, from the Middle 
Ages to the twentieth century, one category—“sports”—had been used to 
designate a supposedly unvarying reality in competitive physical exercise. 

This was the concept of sports that Elias and Dunning were combat- 
ing when they stressed the difference, even when the two shared certain 
acts and activities, between sports and traditional games. Folk football, 
called soule in French, provides an example. In the traditional view, these 
sometimes rather rough competitions between two rival teams were con- 
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sidered the ancestor of the modern sports of football and rugby that sup- 
posedly derived from them. Elias and Dunning show that this is far from 
true. “Folk football” fielded two teams whose makeup reflected a prees- 
tablished social identity: residence in the same village community or the 
same seignorial domain; the exercise of the same craft or profession; 
membership in the group of the “young” men (bachelors of all ages) or 
the married men. The game thus reproduced cleavages both anterior and 
external to it—the very same differences by which festive rituals were or- 
ganized. 

Hence the dual temporality of collective games: at times they were 
part of the calendar of religious and folk celebrations; at other times they 
occurred on dates with no special significance, negotiated between the 
competing groups. Even when they did not take place on holidays, how- 
ever, games had a connection with the Christian calendar, since the 
matches were held on Sundays, either after mass or after vespers. If folk 
football had no special time dedicated to it, the same was true of its space: 
matches were played in the ordinary places of daily life, borrowed for the 
occasion. Any community space might be used, at one time or another, 
for a game that not only had no fixed, marked place of its own but also 


had no uniform rules. The conventions that enabled teams to play one an- 


other remained rudimentary, local, and based in custom. From one region 
to another, one village to another, even one match to another, all the el- 
ements of the game might differ: the number of players, the duration of 
play, the rules the teams accepted, the ball and other paraphernalia used, 
the criteria for winning. 

Modern sports arose in opposition to these characteristics. In a first 
and fundamental difference, modern sports, as a matter of principle, have 
no ritual function or festive purpose; by that token they are aimed at elim- 
inating rather than reproducing the differences that permeate and orga- 
nize the social world. Modern sports suppose a neutralizing of the par- 
ticipants’ social attributes, minimizing them in the interest of equalizing 
the chances for winning of players or competitors classed and set apart 
by their physical performance alone. Just as suffrage postulates a formal 
equality among voters of all social conditions, modern sports are based 
on an equality among individuals stripped, for the duration of a compe- 
tition, of the characteristics of their social being. This process of ab- 
straction obviously does not mean that sports are not also an expression 
or a transposition of a number of rivalries (national, racial, social, reli- 
gious, and more). Even if they reject explicit reference to expressions of 
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opposition in society, modern sports cannot avoid determinations that in- 
ject the social properties of the competitors and their supporters into 
their practice. But the precondition of this return of the social (or of the 
national) is the autonomy that differentiates sports from ritual and com- 
munitarian forms of competition. 

When they became autonomous, modern sports created their own 
spaces and times. The stadium (but also the gymnasium, the bicycle 
track, the skating rink) is a specific place to contain the performance and 
the spectacle of sports within a site reserved to them. Unlike the tradi- 
tional games, which were played in the ordinary spaces of daily activities, 
sports require a space that is adequate, set off, and reproducible else- 
where. In like fashion, they replace the festive time of the traditional 
games with a schedule that is deliberately constructed and specific to 
them. The long and indeterminate duration of the communitarian clashes 
gives way to regulated schedules, confined within precise limits, divided 
into ordered sequences, and timed to the minute. Sports replace the old 
religious and folk calendar of collective rituals with their own calendar 
of competitions whose timing follows the annual rhythm of each sport. 
That does not mean that the place and time for sports events are insensi- 
tive to the demands of the social world. The location and architecture of 
the stadium are closely connected to considerations of crowd manage- 
ment and commercial expectations. The length of the match and the 
schedule of games are subject to time constraints dictated by the media, 
by the normal work schedule, and by leisure habits. But here too that the 
practice of sports is vulnerable to external constraints modifying the con- 
ditions of its exercise supposes its autonomy. 

That autonomy is most explicit in the rules drawn up for the various 
sports. The multiple, temporary, and ill-defined conventions that bound 
participants in the traditional games give way, in modern sports, to fixed 
rules that permit a uniform and potentially universal practice of the 
sport. As shown in Elias and Dunning’s study of football and rugby, the 
history of every sport is basically the history of the formulation of an in- 
creasingly detailed and precise body of rules that impose a single code of 
ways to play and compete, whereas formerly rules had been strictly local 
or regional. Although it was radically different from the folk football of 
the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, the football played in British pub- 
lic schools in the early nineteenth century was nonetheless marked by ex- 
treme diversity. The size and shape of the field differed from school to 
school, as did the rules of the game, the moves permitted, and so on. The 
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legendary innovative act of W. W. Ellis, who, one fine day in 1823, grasped 
the ball in his hands and ran forward with it on the playing field of the 
Rugby Public School, in no way changes the basic principle: the thirty- 
seven rules drawn up in 1845 for the game that he transformed did indeed 
guarantee it a coherence unknown in the traditional games, but for a long 
time they were respected only within the school community of Rugby. 

The spread of football in the schools and universities and the forma- 
tion of a number of municipal football clubs made consistent rules an ur- 
gent need if one team was to play another without confusion and conflict. 
Still, even after rugby football, which recognized hand carries as legiti- 
mate, had split off from the football association, which refused to admit 
hand carrying the ball as an option, a number of problems remained. 
Schools and clubs differed regarding moves that were permitted or for- 
bidden (one such was “hacking,” the right to kick an opponent below the 
knee), the number of players on a side, the shape and weight of the ball, 
the way the score should be kept, and the presence and duties of referees. 
Every match had to be preceded by a conference between the two teams 
to define and agree on, by contract, the rules to be followed, which were 
generally those of the home team. The creation of the Rugby Football 
Union in 1871, covering the principal clubs in and.around London, then 
of the International Rugby Football Board in 1890, which defined the 
> only slowly brought unity to the rules of the 
game, with the result that the outcome of the first matches between En- 
gland and Scotland in 1871 and 1884 was contested long and bitterly for 
lack of a clear statement of how goals were to be scored. 

Football, like boxing, shows that sports rules, like all other juridical 
codifications, imply the existence of a body of legislators responsible for 


four British “nations,” 


drawing them up, changing them, and seeing to it that they are respected. 
Modern sports thus differ from the traditional games in two ways: not only 
did uniform rules gradually replace local customs, but specialists were 
charged with instituting and promulgating a specific code of laws, separate 
from the common law, to govern sports. Not that sports fall outside the 
law; sports-related contentions can be brought before the law courts. Still, 
it is based on their own code of rules that two of the most fundamental 
characteristics of sports should be understood—the reduction of the level 
of violence found tolerable in physical confrontations, and the development 
of an ethic of loyalty that does not separate the desire to win from respect 
for the rules or from taking pleasure in the game, win or lose. 

These two characteristics lead to the essential question in Quest for 
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Excitement. ow are we to situate, within the long history of the civiliz- 
ing process, the transformations in the structure of personality that made 
it possible to relax controls over emotions without at the same time giving 
free rein to spontaneous (and dangerous) surges of impulse and affect? 
For Elias, the key concept that lets us account for the appearance of 
sports (as discontinuous from the older competitions) is the “controlled 
decontrolling of emotions.” The pleasure derived from playing a sport or 
watching a match comes from an excitement produced by an uncon- 
strained interaction among bodies that nonetheless remains respectful of 
life, and from the vicissitudes of a struggle that may seem severe but is 
only a simulacrum of the violent clashes of war. That tension, which 
Elias expresses in a number of ways (as “a controlled, a well-tempered 
excitement”; as “a controlled but enjoyable emotional excitement”; as “a 
controlled battle in an imaginary setting” ), supposes two conditions. The 
first, investigated in the theory of leisure proposed in the first two studies 
in Quest for Excitement, lies in the rise and diffusion of recreation whose 
mimetic nature permits a relaxation of the control ordinarily excrcised 
over the emotions, either in the sphere of work and public life or in many 
activities in the private domain. Here Elias and Dunning replace an over- 
simplified opposition between work and leisure with a more complex ty- 
pology of free-time pursuits that situates the practice or the spectacle of 
sports among leisure activities that are mimetic or play directed. Such 
pastimes, which are not all sports related, permit their participants to feel 
and express emotions that ordinarily must be held in check or repressed. 

The second condition for a “controlled decontrolling of emotions” 
has to do with the development of the civilizing process. A temporary, lo- 
calized relaxation of control over impulse and affect is possible only when 
the mechanisms of self-constraint are sufficiently widespread and strongly 
enough internalized. Emotions can be liberated in specific pursuits with- 
out threatening society with a savage return to aggression and violence 
only when such mechanisms of self-control govern all behaviors consis- 
tently and uniformly. 

Thus Elias’s work on sports is inseparable from his ongoing reflec- 
tions, from the 1930s on, in which he saw the history of the West between 
the Middle Ages and the twentieth century in terms of a gradual but pro- 
found transformation of emotional economy. The leading element in that 
transformation is a change in the balance between externally imposed 
constraints on the individual’s impulses and constraints that spring from 
a constant and rigorous self-control. The violence whose only meaning- 
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ful limit had long remained counterviolence came to be prohibited, sup- 
pressed, and repressed. The pacification (at least the partial and potential 
pacification) of social space brought on by the monopoly on the legiti- 
mate use of force that absolutist states reserved to themselves had as its 
first corollary a transfer to within the individual of conflicts and tensions 
that formerly had often been expressed in open and bloody confrontation 
with others. The essential change affecting the structure of personality 
lay in that displacement of the way affect was subjected to tension—by 
the internal mechanism of self-censure and no longer (or not solely) by an 
external authority that constrains the individual. 

In a letter written in 1976 to the Dutch sociologist Cas Wouters, Elias 
warns against a simplistic interpretation of his thesis and against de- 
scribing the process of civilization merely as an increasingly severe re- 
inforcement of self-restraint: 


| have always considered the idea that the principle characterizing a process of civ- 


ig 


ilization is the growth of “self-control” to be a fundamental misunderstanding. One 
reason for this is that you often find in relatively simple societies a very strong de- 
mand for “self-control.” . . . Thus, if anyone says that for Elias a process of civi- 


lization is characterized by an ever-higher level of self-constraint, it is simply wrong. 


Three characteristics define an advanced stage in the civilizing process: 
first, the generalization of self-control, no longer confined to certain spe- 
cific practices; next, “the equality of constraints in all sorts of relations, 
with weak differences of level between those required in private and those 
demanded in public”; finally, a moderation of self-restraint. Here Elias 
states, “My theory is and has always been that it is the integration of a 
temperate ‘self-control’ (neither too weak nor excessive) that is the crite- 
rion for identifying the highest levels attained by a process of civiliza- 
tion.” !3 The rise of sports, understood as a strict control of the violence 
inherent in physical clashes, is possible only when those three traits, 
which characterize the advance of any process of civilization, play a 
major role in shaping the social habitus of Western men and women. 


After describing the differences between sports and tra- 
ditional games and identifying the psychic mutations that make the 
change possible, Quest for Excitement turns to situating the particular 
historical context of the first appearance of physical confrontations that 
were clearly subjected to rules intended to avoid putting either bodies or 
lives in danger. Elias and Dunning see in England during the eighteenth 
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century the earlicst emergence of a social configuration that liberated 
affect and impulse through physical exertion while rejecting dangerous 
violence and insisting on self-control and a respect for constraining pro- 
hibitions. Foxhunting—where the pleasure consists in hunting the fox to 
the exclusion of all other game, in hunting without arms and with no in- 
tention of eating the prey, and in delegating to the dog pack the violence 
done to the animal--and boxing, with its many rules, were the most spec- 
tacular and the most highly regarded of the “sports,” practiced or 
watched, that brought strict conventions to bear on the pursuit or the 
spectacle of brutality. Elias calls “sportization” the evolving process of 
transforming the traditional pastimes and confrontations, which had no 
fixed rules and no stringent restrictions on violence, into “civilized” 
leisure activities. 

This shift, in which the specific forms of modern sports are part of an 
unplanned long-range process, is based on two preconditions. The first is 
the establishment of an ethic, at first exclusive to the dominant classes— 
the aristocracy and the gentry—that admits and enjoys competition, con- 
frontation, and challenge but euphemizes and limits the violence they can 
engender. This paradoxical “controlled decontrolling of emotions” de- 
mands a particular form of the internalization of constraints that was 
characteristic of the eighteenth-century English elite classes. The second 
precondition is linked to the model of social and political competition 
that obtained in England after Walpole. There, as elsewhere, that model 
included a state monopoly on legitimate violence, but only in England 
was there also a peaceful (or pacified) political struggle between two 
parties, the Whigs and the Tories, who expressed the rival interests of 
different segments of the landowning class but also reflected their soli- 
darity. The “sportization” of traditional pastimes was thus inseparable 
from the establishment of the parliamentary regime. Both postulated the 
legitimacy of competition, even rough competition, and the exclusion of 
destructive violence directed at the adversary. Both were based on a “hor- 
izontal” model of confrontation that led to euphemized but direct clashes 
carried on according to commonly accepted rules and in an autonomous 
space, in which the stakes were victory, on the hustings or on the field. 
The same habitus was displayed and shaped in different and heteroge- 
neous fields of practice. 

Thus Elias and Dunning note connections among political forms, 
modes of interdependence among groups, and an economy of affectivity 
within a specific social configuration. Their approach suggests several re- 
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marks. First, it allowed them to think historically about psychic and emo- 
tional categories, with all their gaps and displacements, and to inscribe 
the changes in the practice of physical activities within a more funda- 
mental change in the mechanisms for regulating and controlling con- 
frontational impulses. The ways psychic economy is structured are not 
unvarying, universal natural dispositions. Hence sports cannot be de- 
scribed according to a single, unique function (magical, religious, ritual, 
or other), identical everywhere and in all cases. Sports can be described 
only by relating specific rules to the particular—and historically spe- 
cific—structure of personality that makes possible their formulation, 
their acceptance, and their respect.!4 

That structure is directly dependent on the forms taken by struggles for 
power. “Sportization” is possible only in a society in which political ten- 
sions take a regulated and pacific form, in which the groups that partici- 
pate in power struggles admit they have an equal chance as political actors 
and obey commonly accepted rules. At first contained within an aristo- 
cratic parliamentary society (as in eighteenth-century England), that so- 
ciopolitical configuration spread in the age of democratic states, bearing 
with it a universal expansion of sports, whose rules transposed and repre- 
sented, in another sphere, the rules governing a political practice founded 
in nearly universal suffrage. The spread of sports throughout the world 
does not imply, however, that the same conditions that led to their emer- 
gence in eighteenth-century England were reproduced in each national sit- 
uation. It does suppose the generalizing of a mode for the exercise of power 
and of a model for confrontation and a balance of tensions that oblige in- 
dividuals to maintain great control over their emotions—which is precisely 
what makes the emotional excitement prompted by the practice and the 
spectacle of sports possible, agreeable, and free of excessive risk. 

Finally, Elias and Dunning’s study of sports allows us to follow the 
gaps and discontinuities that marked the civilizing process in the West. 
Violence in sports—player violence and, even more, violence among fans 
(especially the ones the British call “hooligans” )—should be understood 
as a lesser capacity for and a lower value accorded to self-imposed re- 
straint of impulses by a portion of the population, people who, through 
exclusion or marginalization, have not reached the same stage in the 
process of civilization as the greater part of their society. There is thus a 
basic connection linking brutal, prohibited, and reprehensible behavior, 
a social habitus that, far from having internalized the necessary control 
over aggression, recognizes violence as a positive value, and the presence 


FIGURATION AND HABITUS: NORBERT ELIAS 


3 


of “outsiders” in the social world, people remote from the institutional 


or social mechanisms that instill mechanisms of self-control in individuals. 


The importance of Elias and Dunning’s book can be 
measured by the pertinence of the questions it raised. Is it fair to set up a 
break between modern sports and traditional games as clean as the one 
it proposes? Is it certain that the conditions that led to the appearance 
and diffusion of sports in eighteenth-century England also obtained in 
other times and places? Are we not oversimplifying the multiple mean- 
ings invested in sports in contemporary societies when we define sports, 
basically, by the psychological mechanism—the controlled decontrolling 
of emotions—that makes them possible? And when we insist on that 
shared characteristic, do we not do away with diversity in the ways of 
practicing and consuming sports chosen by groups and individuals in ac- 
cordance with very different ethical dispositions, lifestyles, and relations 
to one’s own body—habits that have been profoundly transformed by the 
rise of professionalism? Recent years have seen an increasing number of 
studies investigating all these questions. Such studies have at times taken 
notably different positions on how one should conceive of the signifi- 
cance of sports, often testing Elias’s and Dunning’s hypotheses in histor- 
ical or sociological case studies.!5 
The studies gathered in Quest for Excitement have held and still hold 
a central place in these debates. The first reason is that they offer a com- 
parative approach without anachronism because they treat modern sports 
and the Greek and medieval games without postulating that they belong 
to the same category. As Pierre Bourdieu has written, comparison in 
Elias, far from being in the service of an illusory quest for origins, “aims 
...to grasp the specificity of sporting practice, or, more precisely, to de- 
termine how certain pre-existing physical exercises, or others which may 
have received a radically new meaning and function . . . become sports, 
defined with respect to their rewards, their rules, and also the social iden- 
tity of their participants—players or spectators—by the specific logic of 
the ‘sporting field.’” £6 The second reason is that these texts, which take 
sports as a separate and fully legitimate object of scientific study, never 
confine that study by a narrow spirit of specialization. By inscribing them 
within evolving forms of competition for political power, controls ex- 
erted on violence, and the very structure of personality, Elias and Dun- 
ning make sports a privileged place from which to observe long-term 
changes in Western society. 
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Epilogue 
Friendship with History 


Philippe Aries 


Of all the books written by Philippe Ariés, Le temps de 
l’histoire is perhaps the least known. Never reprinted after its publication 
in 1954, it has long been out of print, accessible only in libraries except to 
the small number of readers who bought it for six hundred francs in the 
edition with the image of a Greek goddess on its cover published by Edi- 
tions du Rocher, 28, rue Comte-Félix-Gastaldi in Monaco. If the work is 
unknown to the considerable public that has loyally followed the work of 
Ariés from one book to the next, Le temps de histoire has also long been 
ignored by the academic world. During the fifteen years preceding its re- 
publication in 1986,! the work was cited in French or foreign social sci- 
ence reviews on only two occasions. The first was an article by Fernand 
Braudel, “Histoire et sciences sociales: La longue durée,” that appeared 
in the Annales in 1958. Braudel mentions the book in a note, adding, 
“Philippe Ariés has insisted on the importance of dépaysement [a sense of 
strangeness], of surprise in historical explanation: you run into some- 
thing odd in the sixteenth century—odd for you, a man of the twentieth 
century. Why this difference? The problem is posed.” 

The second mention was in an article by Micheline Johnson published 
in the Revue d’Histoire de TAmérique Francaise. She cites the work but 
fails to find in it a satisfactory definition of historical time: “Philippe 
Ariés, in his fine book Le temps de histoire, describes the evolution of 


the historical sense through the ages after first analyzing the historical 
sense of the men of his own generation, of the right (royalists in France) 
and of the left (Marxists or historians of Marxist tendencies). But for him 
the historical sense is a given, a sort of ‘adherence to time.’ . . . He does 
not analyze that attitude: he simply states it through the many objects 
that nurture it.”2 Even the growing interest in the history of history in re- 
cent years has not managed to draw the book out of oblivion, and it is 
rarely mentioned in works on the Middle Ages and the seventeenth cen- 
tury, the topic of its two central chapters. The references to the book by 
Gabrielle Spiegel, Orest Ranum, and Erica Harth are still exceptions. 
The work was quoted at length, however, in William Keylor’s biography 
of Jacques Bainville, which relies on Ariés’s interpretation to explain the 
success of Bainville’s Histoire de France, published in 1924.4 

A forgotten book, but a book that needs to be rediscovered now. When 
it appeared in 1954, Philippe Ariés was forty years old. He was director 
of the Centre de Documentation of the Institut de Recherches sur les 
Fruits et Agrumes Tropicaux, an institution he had joined in 1943. He had 
already published two texts. In 1943 his Les traditions sociales dans les 
pays de France had a proud place among the first of the series Cahiers de 
la restauration francaise put out by Editions de la Nouvelle France.5 The 
information card inserted in review copies described the author as “a 
young man, a geographer and a philosopher who will make his mark in 
his generation” and his work as a study “of the origin and the force of 
the various religious, political, economic, social, and literary customs 
that, as they accumulated, gave some of the major regions of France a 
character of their own and gave France its structure and its aspect.” This 
summary of the guiding idea of the book is itself in tune with the spirit of 
the times and with the francisque (battle-ax; emblem of the Vichy gov- 
ernment) with which the publishers thought it proper to decorate the se- 
ries. They state on the back cover, “By the antiquity and the solidity of 
its customs, France possesses a power of stability [and] a capacity for per- 
severance that constitute, for its children, a powerful reason for confi- 
dence. Free of all regard for timeliness, this book nonetheless contains a 
great lesson of national hope.” | 

In 1948, after the war, Ariés published his first real book, Histoire des 
populations francaises et de leurs attitudes devant la vie depuis le X VIITe 
siécle. This book, begun in 1943 and finished in 1946, was rejected by Li- 
brairie Plon and published by a new publishing house, Editions Self. The 
historical journals ignored it, but the book nonetheless had a certain res- 
onance: André Latreille analyzed it in one of his columns on history in Le 
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Monde. Above all, the demographers noted it, and Ariés, who had re- 
mained on the fringes of the university world after two unsuccessful at- 
tempts to obtain his agrégation (the second time in the 1941 competi- 
tion), received his first invitation to contribute to a scientific review, 
Population, in which he published an article (in 1949) titled “Attitudes 
devant la vie et la mort du X Ve au XIX€ siécle: Quelques aspects de leur 
variations” (463-70), and in 1953 another short article, “Sur les origines 
de la contraception en France” (465-72). 

The following year Le temps de ’histoire was ready. Once again Plon 
refused the manuscript, even though Ariés had close connections with the 
house both as a reader (in particular, of the many narratives and mem- 
oirs written after the war) and as editor of the series Civilisations d’hier 
et d’aujourd’hui in which he had already published La société militaire by 
Raoul Girardet, a friend from his Sorbonne years, and Toulouse au XIX¢ 
siécle by Jean Fourcassié. Ariés’s book was published by a small house, 
Editions du Rocher, founded by Plon’s literary editor Charles Orengo 
when he struck out on his own, whose catalog, as listed on the back cover 
of Ariés’s book, included autobiographical texts giving witness to the 
times (among others the Mémoires d’un monarchiste espagnol, 1931- 
1952 by Juan Antonio Ansaldo, the Journal d’un expatrié catalan, 193 6- 
1945 by Juan Antonio Gill y Lopez del Piélago, and Jean Giraudoux’s 
posthumous Armistice 4 Bordeaux), books on history in a classical vein 
(Louis d’Illier, Deux prélats d’ancien régime: Les Jarente); and mono- 
graphs regarding the contemporary world (Raymond Ronze, Le com- 
monwealth britannique et le monde anglo-saxon, with a preface by André 
Siegfried). Although he had connections with one of the larger Paris pub- 
lishing houses, Ariés had to publish his first two works with small houses, 
enterprises that were highly representative of the postwar scene, when a 
fashion for “I was there” narratives brought spectacular (but not always 
lasting) success to some new publishing houses. For example, in 1948, the 
same year that Histoire des populations was published, Editions Self put 
out Victor Kravchenko’s J’ai choisi la liberté (I Chose Freedom). Long 
misunderstood by the maitres of the university, Ariés’s brand of history 
also failed to appeal to the established publishing houses, hence it was 
doubly thrust aside. | 

Le temps de Vhistoire is a collection of eight texts written over a pe- 
riod of five years, printed one after the other with no introduction or con- 
clusion, as if their coherence and continuity sufficed to express the pur- 
port of the work. The oldest, and the first in order in the book, was 
written in 1946. In Un historien du dimanche Ariés explains: “I began 
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with an autobiographical chapter, the idea for which came to me after my 
brother’s death, as a way to prove to myself the determining role that my 
childhood had played in my vocation and my choices.”® The severe blow 
(not mentioned in Le temps de l’histoire) to Ariés of the death of his 
brother Jacques Ariés, second lieutenant in De Lattre’s army and killed in 
combat on 23 April 1945, provides a key to the piece. The upheavals of 
the new times riddled with grief and marked by a “monstrous invasion of 
man by History” made it obligatory to situate oneself within that collec- 
tive history and in relation to one’s own past. This explains the attempt 
at autobiography, somewhat unusual in a man who was only thirty-two 
but wanted to clarify the reasons for his attitude toward history. It was 
an effort at self-comprehension, then, but also at self-expression. This 
first chapter, in fact, had a first reader, Primerose Ariés (they were mar- 
ried in 1947): “I remember, I had sent it to Toulouse to my fiancée like a 
confession of my state of mind at the moment.”7” 

After his marriage Ariés wrote the other texts that were to make up Le 
temps de l’bistoire: first, during that same year, the essay “L’histoire 
marxiste et |’histoire conservatrice”; in 1948, “L’engagement dans l’his- 
toire” (which reflects his experience as a reader for Plon); in 1949, the 
three final essays in the book; in 1950, the chapter on the Middle Ages; 
the following year, the chapter on the seventeenth century. The work was 
constructed gradually, starting with the narration of a personal itinerary, 
then moving through various ways of understanding, speaking, or writ- 
ing history—those of family tradition, of the university historians, of the 
historians of rightist and nationalist Action Frangaise, and of the An- 
nales—toward a study of two historical relationships with history, that of 
the Middle Ages and that of the age of French classicism. Ariés recalled 
twenty-five years later: “What happened to me then was what always 
happens to me: the topic relating to the current scene that had me in its 
grip became the point of departure for retrospective reflection; it sent me 
back toward other times.” 

The first way to read Le temps de histoire is thus as the progress of a 
historian through the various conceptions of history that coexisted in his 
age. What lies at its heart is the distance that a family man, a man of tra- 
dition and royalist opinions, brought up with the legends of the lost 
monarchy, an impassioned reader of Bainville and a man loyal to Maur- 
ras and to Action Frangaise, set between himself and the attachments of 
his childhood and youth. This explains the surprising comparison Ariés 
draws—which doubtless scandalized his own milieu—between historical 


148 ON THE EDGE OF THE CLIFF 


materialism and what he calls “conservative historicism,” or history writ- 
ten by the historians of “the Capetian school of the twentieth century,” 
brought together by their common ideology and by their publisher, Fa- 
yard, and its series Grandes études historiques. These two ways of con- 
sidering history had antagonistic points of departure—a nostalgia for the 
past for the “Capetian school,” a hope of a radical break for the Marx- 
ists—-but their fundamental principles were the same. Both rejected his- 
tories of particular communities in a collective becoming (of the national 
state or of all humanity); both aimed at establishing laws governing the 
repetition of identical situations; both dissolved the singular facets of 
concrete existence either in the abstraction of institutions or in the ano- 
nymity of class. To bring together Marx and Bainville in this manner 
(worse, criticizing both) was not without audacity. In any event, it repu- 
diated the philosophy of history proclaimed by the very persons to whom 
Ariés was closest by family, emotional, and political ties. 

It was Ariés’s reflection on “the great lacerations of 1940-45” and his 
discovery of new ways of thinking about history that brought about that 
rupture. A systematic survey of the authors and works mentioned in the 
book (setting aside the strictly scholarly chapters on medieval and 
seventeenth-century history) demonstrates this clearly. It shows, first, the 
three-part base of Ariés’s historical culture in academic history, university 
history, and the history of Action Francaise. He enumerates the academic 
historians from Barante (whom his grandfather read) to Madelin; he de- 
scribes their public, a “cultivated and serious bourgeoisie: magistrates, 
men of the law, men with an independent income . . . men with great 
leisure, at a time when monetary stability and secure investments permit- 
ted living on one’s revenues” (210); he depicts the most prominent traits 
of their strictly political and totally conservative history. History as prac- 
ticed in the universities left him just as dissatisfied. It was admittedly 
learned, impartial, and erudite, but it had retreated into itself, cut off 
from the present and from readers of history, confined within a simplistic 
conception of the historical event and of historical causality. In his stu- 
dent days at Grenoble and then at the Sorbonne, Philippe Ariés had 
known that history firsthand: it was dry, gray, written by professors for 
other professors or for future professors. He describes it sociologically, 
linking the closed nature of university history to the constitution of a 
“new social category,” a tight and densely packed “republic of profes- 
sors” that was lay and leftist and recruited outside the traditional elites, 
who were put off by the university. He also describes it epistemologically, 
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by a critique of the theory of history in which history is a science of facts 
to be exhumed, tied together, and explicated, as exemplified by Louis 
Halphen’s Introduction a histoire, published in 1946. Ariés recalls some 
(actually, few) of his university professors: at Grenoble, he tells us, no 
outstandingly brilliant professor drew students to history (202); the only 
professor at the Sorbonne he refers to (but does not mention by name) is 
Georges Lefebvre, who gave a lecture that Ariés attended in 1946 (61). He 
mentions only a few titles by university historians, and always critically: 
Joseph Calmette’s La société féodale (1923) and his Charles V (1945); the 
first volume of Emile Bréhier’s Le monde byzantin (The Life and Death 
of Byzantium) (1947); and Halphen’s Introduction a histoire. 

The author Ariés cites by far the most is Jacques Bainville, whose name 
appears some fifteen times and whose mentioned works include L’histoire 
de deux peuples: La France et l’empire allemand (1915), L’histoire de 
France (1924), and Napoléon (1931). It is in fact with Bainville that he 
launches his essential dialogue, because Bainville’s Histoire de France was 
the “breviary” of Ariés’s adolescence; because his way of writing history 
dominated all historical popularization in the 1930s, surpassing even that 
of the authors of Action Frangaise; because his works were best-sellers;? 
and because after the war he remained a household word for all conser- 
vative-minded families. To move away from Bainville and call his history 
“a mechanistic physics” or a “mechanics of facts” was equivalent to 
blasphemy in Ariés’s milieu. This is perhaps why, in responding to the 
questions of Aspects de la France in an interview published on 23 April 
1954, Ariés speaks somewhat euphemistically about the opinion of Bain- 
ville and his “continuers” that he had expressed in the book: 


Bainville had a great talent. His Histoire de Ia Ille République, for example, has an ad- 
mirable purity of line. And then, what lucidity in the analysis of events! Look at the 
luminous works that were put together after his death by setting his newspaper 
articles one after the other. | might add that he was too great a master not to have 
been sensitive to both the particular and the general, to differences as well as re- 
semblances. But | think that a certain danger might come from Bainville’s contin- 
uers, who tend to apply his method of interpretation inflexibly and to make his- 
tory a repeating mechanism that gives us, always and everywhere, pre-prepared 
lessons. To hear them, France may soon cease to be a living reality and become 


an abstraction subjected to mathematical laws alone. 


In spite of the prudence of a response couched to avoid a frontal clash 
with the readers of the monarchist journal, it is clear that when he wrote 
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“Thistoire marxiste et ’histoire conservatrice” in 1947, Ariés intended to 
break with the intellectual habits of his political family, just as, some 
years earlier, during the war, he had moved away from Maurras and Ac- 
tion Francaise: “I was emancipated from my former teachers and deter- 
mined not to take on others. The umbilical cord was cut!” 1° 

Books helped Ariés to cut that cord, historically speaking. During the 
war and in the postwar period he read both out of passion and out of pro- 
fessional obligation, and Le temps de histoire enables us to reconstitute 
the new acquisitions in his library. Marxism was an early interest. At the 
time it seemed to attract the entire intellectual world and to furnish a few 
simple ideas to “men abandoned naked in history,” ideas that Ariés sum- 
marizes as “surpassing political conflicts, weight of the masses, sense of 
a determinate movement of history” (53). The Marxism he knew was thus 
above all a twentieth-century ideology, on its way to becoming dominant, 
more than the corpus of ideas of Marx himself, none of whose specific 
works Ariés cites. The interview given to Aspects de la France clarifies 
what Ariés meant by that definition, just as it clarifies his participation, 
at that time, in the review Paroles Francaises, which he directed with 
Pierre Boutang, and which published the first dossier on the Soviet mas- 
sacre at Katyn Forest. Ariés states: 


lam absolutely persuaded that history is not oriented in one direction or in an- 
other. Nothing is more false than the idea of a continual progress, of a perpetual 
evolution. History with an arrow does not exist... . The more one studies the 
concrete conditions of existence, throughout the centuries, the better one sees 
what is artificial in the Marxist explanation that many Christians adopt today. The 
history attentive to all the forms of lived experience inclines, to the contrary, to a 


traditionalist conception. 


Ariés had read one of the few books of Marxist history in the more nar- 
row and more “professional” sense of the term, Daniel Guérin’s La lutte 
des classes sous la Premiére République: Bourgeois et “bras nus” (1793- 
1797) (1946) and found in it, once again, a law of historical repetition 
that related historical materialism to conservative historicism despite 
their vastly different premises. 

Two sorts of reading matter contributed to upsetting Ariés’s old certi- 
tudes. The first was the proliferating literature of witness to recent events 
and the autobiographical narratives that he read for Plon (which, inci- 
dentally, published none of the texts he mentions). These persuaded him 
that a new consciousness of history had appeared in which individuals 
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perceive their personal existence as merged and identified with collective 
becoming. Ariés doubtless found reflected in these relations of life stories 
the experience that he himself had so painfully undergone at the death of 
his brother. Through first-person accounts of experiences at the limits of 
endurance—stories of combat like Hugh Dormer’s, reports of Nazi death 
camps like David Rousset’s, or accounts of Stalinist terror as described by 
Kravchenko and Jan Valtin—there emerged a collective, shared sense of 
general upheaval that meant that no individual existence could still be 
sheltered from the events of greater history. Hence the abolition of the old 
frontier between the private and the public: “From now on one can state 
that there is no private life indifferent to questions of conscience involv- 
ing public morality.” This became one of the major themes of all Ariés’s 
later books, from L’enfant et la vie familiale sous l'ancien régime (Cen- 
turies of Childhood) to the project for Histoire de la vie privée (A History 
of Private Life). Hence also a new perception, imposed on everyone, that 
dissolved individual histories and histories of family lineages, territorial 
communities, or social groups into a consciousness of the common des- 
tiny that has everyone in its grip. 

History, as historians write it, should not duplicate or reinforce that 
immediate and spontaneous perception—which is what historical mate- 
rialism and conservative historicism do, each in its own way. Quite the 
contrary, the task of history is to restore to individuals a sense of single 
histories, irreducible to one another, and an awareness of the differences 
that make societies, territories, and groups unique. This was what made 
Ariés’s discovery of the Annales during the war years so important to 
him. More than the review itself, which he cites only once, it was the 
major works of Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre that permitted Ariés to 
think in unaccustomed ways and to detach himself from the history of his 
adolescence. He commented on Marc Bloch’s Les caractéres originaux de 
Phistoire rurale francaise (1931) and his La société féodale (1939) (Feudal 
Society) and on Lucien Febvre’s Le probléme de l’incroyance au X VIE sié- 
cle: Le religion de Rabelais (1942) (The Problem of Unbelief in the Six- 
teenth Century: The Religion of Rabelais) and his Autour de l’Hepta- 
méron: Amour sacré, amour profane (1944), and he mentioned in a note 
the recent publication (in 1953) of Febvre’s collection of articles in Com- 
bats pour l’histoire. When he gathered together the fundamental ideas of 
the “new historiography” (225) in his chapter “L’histoire existentielle,” 
Philippe Ariés produced a text that today might seem banal, both because 
the principles he states have now been accepted by all French historical 


ON THE EDGE OF THE CLIFF 


schools, well beyond the Annales group, and because recent years have 
seen a large number of works explaining what that “new history” was. 
This was far from true in 1954, and we need to read Le temps de l’histoire 
with the eyes of those years. 

Defining history as a “science of structures” rather than as “objective 
knowledge of facts”; speaking of his plan to write a total history that or- 
ganizes all historical data and economic and social phenomena as well as 
political or military events; affirming that the historian must “psychoan- 
alyze” the documents to find the “mental structures” of each sensibility; 
positing that the only possible history was in a comparison between “total, 
self-contained structures irreducible to one another”—all these were not 
obvious propositions in 1954. Ariés’s very vocabulary (“historical psy- 
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choanalysis,” “structural history, 


mental structures”) was enough to 
make his friends and the proponents of Bainvillean history shudder. It 
also raised doubts in the university milieu, which was still unwilling to 
grant full acceptance—despite its respect for Marc Bloch’s works—to a 
way of thinking of and writing history so far from the traditional credos 
of works like Halphen’s Introduction a histoire. For that reason Le 
temps de l’histoire was perhaps the first book written by a historian who 
did not belong to that “school” to show quite such an acute comprehen- 
sion of the rupture effected by the Annales and by the work of Bloch and 
Febvre——that is, Ariés not only recognized the quality of their books but 
grasped that after them history could never again be what it had been be- 
fore. Where historians had been thinking in terms of continuity and rep- 
etition, they had to learn to recognize gaps and discontinuities; where 
they had concentrated exclusively on facts and events linked by causal re- 
lations, they had to come to recognize structures; where they had seen 
only clear ideas and explicit intentions, they had to learn to decipher the 
unknown determinations of spontaneous behaviors. 

There were perhaps two reasons for Philippe Ariés’s enthusiastic and 
intelligent rallying to the Aznales sort of history. First, it was capable of 
reforging the lost link between scholarly research and the reading public. 
As a history of differences and of civilizations, the history of Bloch and 
Febvre could bring men and women of the twentieth century what they 
lacked-—a comprehension of both the radical originality of their own 
times and the survivals still present in their society. In that manner, the 
old societies and mentalities could be grasped in their singularity, with no 
anachronistic backward projection of the ways of thinking and acting of 
our own times; history, in return, could help everyone understand why 
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the present is what it is. Philippe Ariés was to remain faithful to that dual 
idea from book to book, always rooting his quest for historical difference 
in an interrogation concerning contemporary society, its conceptions of 
the family, or its attitudes toward death. 

Ariés may perhaps have found something more in the history of the 
Annales—a way to reconcile his loyalties, family and political, with his 
scholarly interests. Indeed, the new vocabulary of the history of discon- 
tinuous structures permitted a return to the particular histories of simple 
communities—which are neither classes nor the state—still surviving de- 
spite “technocratic standardization” within a “great, total, and massive 
History.” This may explain Ariés’s somewhat surprising call for an al- 
liance between the newest of scholarly histories, the product of the re- 
publican and progressive university, and one of the traditions of Action 
Francaise—not Jacobin royalism but the more provincial tradition of the 
local sociabilities and communities of kinship or place of groups outside 
the state. At first sight this might seem a paradoxical mix, but listen to 
Ariés’s response to the Aspects de la France interviewer: 


[Interviewer:] According to you, the true historian—who would also be a true 
Maurrassian—should set about doing the history of the real country, with its com- 
munities, its families. ... 


[Ariés:] Exactly. History is for me the sentiment of a living tradition. Michelet, in 
spite of his errors, and Fustel, so perspicacious, were well aware of this. Today 
that history is even more necessary. Marc Bloch showed the way, and Gaxotte, in 
his Histoire des Francais, saluted him as an initiator. .. . Given that many traditions 
have disappeared (especially after the 1880 break that Péguy spoke of), that his- 
tory permits us to become fully conscious of what was once experienced sponta- 


neously and, in fine, unconsciously. 


“History seen from the bottom up,” absorbed by the study of specific 
mentalities and unconscious determinations, thus merged with a political 
(even more, an existential) attachment to the perpetuation of singularity 
and the maintenance of difference. 

What resonance did Ariés’s works have? In Un historien du dimanche 
he says, speaking of L’histoire des populations francaises and Le temps de 
l’histoire: “Those two books had a rather clandestine succés d’estime.” 11 
The press clippings for the second of these works add a slight corrective 
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to his memory.!2 Admittedly, neither the major newspapers nor the his- 
torical journals reviewed the book; in particular, the Annales said noth- 
ing about the work, even though it presented a lucid statement of its own 
program. Nonetheless, twenty periodicals mentioned, analyzed, or re- 
viewed Le temps de histoire. The book was interpreted very differently 
from one review to another: as an account of an intellectual itinerary 
(“This presence of the personality of the author as he shares with us the 
debates within his conscience gives this work a particularly appealing 
character”; Action Populaire, September~October 1955); as a reflection 
on the present (which often led to citing the last sentence in the book, 
“History must give back its lost sense of particularities to a civilization 
that eliminates differences”); or as an investigation of the various concep- 
tions of history that have succeeded one another in recent years. If we heed 
these notices, Philippe Ariés was not universally well known. If some 
reviewers seem to have known perfectly well who Philippe Ariés was and 
what he had written (Frédéric Mauro, writing in the Bulletin de ’Uni- 
versité de Toulouse, calls him a “demographer/historian,” and the book 
column in Oran Républicain gives the titles of his two previous books 
and mentions that he was “editor of the series Civilisations d’hier et 
d’aujourd’hui and historical chronicler for the Revue de la Table Ronde”), 
others thought him a professional historian, as Dimanche-Matin stated, 
or, according to Flandre Libérale, “engaged in teaching.” I might add that 
the book received one of the prizes awarded in 1954 by the Académie des 
Sciences Morales et Politiques, the Chaix d’Est-Ange prize “for a work of 
history,” which Ariés shared with Roland Mousnier for his Histoire gén- 
érale des civilisations (Presses Universitaires de France) on the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries. | 

The most interesting of these reviews are obviously the ones that saw 
the originality of the book’s proposal to join an attachment to tradition 
with an adherence, in ideas and in acts, to a history that was neither that 
of the university nor that of Ariés’s political clan. As Romain Sauvat 
wrote in L’Indépendant: “Here is a work that is sure to cause a stir in the 
Landerneau [‘small world’] of the professional historians, and that will 
oblige some amateur historians (myself among them) to revise their 
ideas. ... 1 am inclined to think that it is going to astonish and scandal- 
ize certain of the author’s friends.” Although the promised stir hardly 
materialized in the university milieu, the astonishment of the author’s 
friends was genuine. We find a trace of it in a review in the Journal de 


EPILOGUE 


$5 


l’Amateur d’Art signed “P. C.”—certainly Pierre du Colombier, a con- 
tributor to Paroles Francaises and a friend of Ariés’s, who wrote Ariés a 
long letter about Le temps de l’histoire in which he developed the same 
criticisms made in the Journal de Amateur d’Art : 


On history in general and on what is called, in an expression that will soon disap- 
pear, our engagement dans histoire [involvement in history], one will find in this 
book extremely brilliant and special [specious?] insights with which | frankly de- 
clare | do not agree. | find in it the ravages made in all disciplines by a certain phi- 
losophy. | admit that | do not understand either what is “existential” history or 
why we are more “involved” in history than the generations that went before us. 


Robert Kemp, writing in Les Nouvelles Littéraires, expressed his reserva- 
tions less directly and with a pinch of irony: 


Starting off from the doctrines of Action Francaise but respectfully detaching him- 
self from them, he [Ariés] notes the role of Jacques Bainville and of his three great 
works, notably his Histoire de France, in that metamorphosis. Now he turns up as 
[le voila] a disciple of Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre. The old school attacked 
Bainville mercilessly. It guessed that he was dangerous. It is true that the new 
school often manifests itself in works of popularization. 


In Le Bulletin de Paris a columnist, Michel Montel, concluded his long 
article titled “Notre temps peut-il se contenter d’une histoire ‘existen- 
tielle’?” (Can our times be content with an “existential” history?) with 
these words: © | 


The history that studies this shifting diversity, “existential” history, surely corre- 
sponds to the curiosities and the needs of our times. | do not believe that it ex- 
hausts the taste of the “honest man” for the vast perspectives in which reason is 
pleased to discover the relation between effects and causes. It is perhaps appro- 
priate to join the teachings of Marc Bloch to the example of Bainville. But hasn’t 
this already been done? See the admirable Histoire des Francais of Pierre Gaxotte. 


Gaxotte, incidentally, is mentioned only once in Le temps de I’histoire. 
When faced with a mode of thought they found difficult to understand, 
the authors who were ideologically the closest to Ariés expressed their 
discomfort through explicit rejection or a negation of differences. 

Pierre Debray returned to the book in February 1955 in an article in As- 
pects de la France. His criticism is unambiguous: 
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Ariés speaks with a certain resentment of history “a la Bainville,” which can be ex- 
plained by the painful conflict he had to overcome between a monarchist family 
tradition and the university traditions. How can he fail to comprehend that all 
Bainville wanted to do was to grasp the national particularity of France through 
her political continuity? 


Debray, a royalist, adds: “Existential history can render services only to 
the degree to which one recognizes its limitations—which are great.” 
Debray then surveys those limitations. First, he borrows Henri-Irénée 
Marrou’s criticism of Lucien Febvre in De la connaissance historique; 
next, and somewhat less predictably, he contrasts Febvre with “his friend 
Marc Bloch—the same Marc Bloch whose last lectures I had the ines- 
timable fortune to attend. Can I admit that rereading the thick tome on 
‘the thaumaturgic kings’ of that Jewish historian, a republican and a good 
democrat, enabled me to take the decisive step toward monarchy?” Debray 
continues with a reading of Bloch that is not precisely Ariés’s: “So strong 
is the hold of prejudices on people’s minds—even the most rigorous of 
them—that Marc Bloch imagined himself poles apart from Maurras. 
Nonetheless, he was doing organizer’s empiricism just as |Moliére’s| 
bourgeois gentleman was writing prose—without knowing it.” This 
Bloch in a Maurras vein, this historian of national continuity (Pierre Debray 
quotes, admiringly but inaccurately, the title, Caractéres originaux de 
V’histoire rurale en France [francaise]), is obviously not the Bloch of Le 
temps de I’histoire, a historian of structural differences. Behind the com- 


mon reference we can read Debray’s inability to admit Ariés’s originality. : 


It is nonetheless striking to see this respectful presence of Marc Bloch— 
in a variety of readings—in milieus that might seem poles apart, by cul- 
ture and opinions, from those of the Amnales. The role of that journal was 
of course recognized by Ariés’s closest friends, who shared his overall ap- 
proach but at times showed some irritation with it, as in the article on 
Ariés’s book that Raoul Girardet wrote for La Table Ronde (a review to 
which Ariés regularly contributed) in February 1955. Although Girardet 
expresses his basic agreement with a way of considering history aimed at 
combining a “sense of diversity” and a “sense of heritage” with “lucid- 
ity and fidelity,” he nonetheless adds: 


Philippe Ariés risks falsifying the picture of contemporary historical thought by in- 
sisting somewhat too exclusively on the role of the review Annales and on the 
group of historians it brings together. Doubtless they were trainers; we are less 
sure they were innovators. It would perhaps be fairer to show the activities of the 
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Annales group as one of the aspects-—often the most brilliant but at times the most 
contestable as well—of the work of an entire generation. 


Here Girardet tempers his zeal for their common cause of redefining the 
task of the historian with a certain reticence about showing too much 
enthusiasm for the Annales group and a reluctance to support the ten- 
dency of that school or “group” to present itself as the sole champion of 
innovation. 

How about the university? How was Ariés’s book received in that mi- 
lieu? In the absence of reviews in the “professional” historical journals, 
we have to rely on letters addressed to Philippe Ariés by some of the pro- 
fessors prominent at that time. Three of these are of particular interest; 
they all are generous with praise, but they hint at reservations regarding 
some of Ariés’s formulations. Philippe Renouard, professor of medieval 
history at the University of Bordeaux, stressed concern for the role of the 
individual, who risked obliteration in a history of structures: 


Historiography changes like everything else, but it is because our predecessors did 
what they did that we can do something else, which | think preferable, as you do. | 
just find that history is total only if, along with the study of currents of thought, 
mental structures, social groups, prevailing economic conditions [la conjoncture], 
and disease, it reserves a place for the individuals who were in a position to orient 
events. You have not taken a clear position on that point. (Letter of 18 April 1954) 


Charles-Henri Pouthas, professor at the Sorbonne, may have been express- 
ing his distrust of new ideas when he communicated his regret that the 
book did not say more about scholarship and neglected Francois Guizot: 


| would have given more space and rendered more justice to the movement of 
scholarly work that has always—since the sixteenth century—accompanied, but 
modestly and obscurely, the literary and superficial work that occupied the mid- 
dle of the stage. | would have insisted much more on the eminent value and the 
lesson for the profession represented by my old Guizot. (Letter of 28 March 1954) 


Victor-Lucien Tapié, also a professor at the Sorbonne, spoke in a fine let- 
ter written in a confidential tone of his debt to the founders of the An- 
nales and of his fundamental agreement with the approach Ariés had 
adopted, following their lead. But like Pouthas, Tapié stressed erudition 
and the demands of university teaching, which differed from the instruc- 
tion offered at the Sixth Section of the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes 
(founded in 1947), the teaching institution of the Annales “group.” This 
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comment can be read as a discreet expression of reservations and a warn- 
ing about hasty uses of a program for total and structural history. 

These letters and articles clearly show that Philippe Ariés was some- 
what out of phase from the beginning of his career as a historian. Too en- 
thusiastic an adept of Bloch and Febvre for the maitres of the university, 
too detached from Bainville’s brand of history for his Action Francaise 
milieu, probably too much the amateur for the historians of the Annales, 
he found himself intellectually closer to people who ignored him and ide- 
ologically loyal to people who only half understood his definition of his- 
tory. The misunderstandings created by these multiple but incongruent 
allegiances were not easily dissipated, and they put Philippe Ariés the au- 
thor in a category of his own, long led the university to look at him 
askance, and induced the Annales to ignore his works—one exception 
was André Armengaud’s critique of one chapter of Histoire des popula- 
tions francaises'3—until the review, as late as 1964, of L’enfant et la vie 
familiale (Centuries of Childhood).\4 They also made him suspect in the 
eyes of conservatives, who were bothered by Ariés’s detachment from an 
established order founded on the immediate family, the all-powerful state, 
and the society of consumption. The misunderstandings and rejections 
that Ariés often laughed at later (but suffered from at the time) began with 
the publication of Le temps de histoire. | 

We need to read Ariés’s book by putting it back in its time, one still 
marked by fresh memories of a war fertile in unexpected combinations 
and paradoxical stands. But we also need to read it in relation to the way 
history is written today. Indeed, the book’s two central chapters on atti- 
tudes toward the history of the Middle Ages and the seventeenth century 
show that Ariés was one of the first to draw up an outline for a history of 
history. After those two studies, written in 1950 and 1951, that discipline 
took off, as attested by the proliferation of general titles (by definition ex- 
cluding the works of one author) listed under the heading, “Historiogra- 
phie” in the Bibliographie Annuelle de Histoire de France (eight titles in 
1953~54, fifty-three in 1982, and forty-seven in 1983), the publication of 
bibliographies devoted to historiography alone,!* and the existence of an 
International Commission on Historiography for historians specializing 
in the genre. Although the procedure is often hard on pioneers, we can 
thus compare what Ariés was writing more than thirty years ago with 
what accumulated research in the history of history has taught us since. 

Philippe Ariés notes three traits essential to defining the Middle Ages: 
first, the church’s preservation of a sense of time measurement (needed to 
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fix the date of Easter and bring individual chronologies into concordance 
with biblical chronology); second, a division, until the thirteenth century, 
between history, which was the monopoly of the monasteries and the 
church, and the epic, which narrated seignorial and royal traditions; third, 
the establishment of a history that was both dynastic and national, was 
divided into reigns, and was made visible and intelligible in the statues 
and the stained-glass windows of Reims, the tombs of Saint-Denis, and 
the Grandes chroniques de France, a work that was both a “romance of 
the kings” and the “first history of France.” These traits are the same 
ones that historians of the history of the Middle Ages today—Bernard 
Guenée in particular—now consider essential. In the abbeys, liturgical 
concerns are recognized as having been of primary importance in the in- 
terest in chronology that lent monastic chronicles their form and mean- 
ing. Guenée states: “For centuries the science of ecclesiastical computa- 
tion and a concern for time, spurred on by the passion of the liturgy, 
profoundly marked monastic culture.”1¢ In the secular courts, on the 
other hand, history was the province of jongleurs and minstrels; it was 
written in the vernacular, first in verse and then in prose, and was 
founded on topics from the oral tradition and from the chansons de geste: 
“Thus, by the nature of its sources, by the literary culture of its authors, 
by the tastes of the publics to which it was addressed, that history was ir- 
resistibly drawn toward the epic. It breathed the same air as the epic; it 
cared little for chronology; it had no scruples about mixing truth and 
poetry.”!7 This basic opposition, which Philippe Ariés had clearly per- 
ceived, provided an organization to the writing of history until the rise of 
the modern states gave it other aims in the celebration of dynastic conti- 
nuity and the exaltation of a national identity. This development brought 
a new role for the historian: “History was no longer the servant of the- 
ology and of law; it became very officially the auxiliary of power. The 
official historian certainly had no intention of renouncing truth, but he 
knew himself, and he chose to be first a servant of the state.” Hence a new 
function for history of reinforcing the feeling of belonging to a nation 
identified by its past.18 

In treating the seventeenth century, Philippe Ariés constructed his de- 
scription of the history written in the age of French classicism on a clearly 
defined opposition: to one side there was a well-established genre—the his- 
tory of France—the domain of compilers and continuers who, title after 
title, simply offered variations on a theme that had been given once and 
for all; to the other side there was erudition based on the study, collection, 
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and publication of manuscripts or iconographic documents. This made a 
sharp contrast between a narrative history innocent of all historical crit- 
icism and differing from one author to another not by the advancement 
of knowledge but thanks to shifting ideas and sensibilities and a histori- 
cal erudition born of the curiosity of collectors, carried out in the milieus 
of the bourgeoisie d’ offices (the juridical and administrative bourgeoisie), 
and crowned by the collective work of the Benedictines of Saint-Maur. 

Ariés blazed a number of new paths in this essay on the seventeenth 
century: first, by his comparison of relations of the same episodes (the 
stories of Childeric and of Joan of Arc) in the various histories of France 
published between the sixteenth century and the early nineteenth; next, 
by noting the treatment and the function of history in a decidedly non- 
historical genre, the novel; and finally, by giving prime importance to 
iconographic documents (from portrait galleries and cabinets d’histoire). 
Such documents arose out of an interest in preserving historical curiosity, 
“as if history, expelled from literature, had taken refuge in iconography 
and, scorned by the writers, had taken shelter with the collectors”; later 
they contributed to the constitution of an erudition based on a quest for 
ancient monuments and a passion for collecting them. For perhaps the 
first time on a similar scale, Ariés discovered the image and its impor- 
tance for the historian—a discovery that sealed forever his connivance 
with his wife, Primerose, who had studied art and had taught him to look, 
and that launched their collaboration on historical projects. In Un histo- 
rien du dimanche Ariés recalls the genesis of one of the most original pas- 
sages in his study of seventeenth-century history: 


During our bicycle jaunts along the banks of the Loire, we visited a gallery of his- 
torical portraits in the chateau de Beauregard that deeply impressed me. The idea 
came to me that they were a form of representation of the times that was com- 
parable to that of the chroniclers but more concrete and more familiar. It was the 
first time an artistic document furnished me with a novel theme for reflection. 
One thing followed another, and | passed from portrait galleries to seventeenth- 
century picture collectors, and that took us, my wife and I, to the Cabinet des Es- 
tampes [Print Collection] of the Bibliotheque Nationale to study Gaignéres’s col- 
lections. ... The die was cast. We were soon to install our headquarters in the 
Cabinet des Estampes, where we gathered part of the documentation for my next 


book, L’enfant et la vie familiale sous ancien régime. '9 


Ariés’s analysis of seventeenth-century histories still seems valid, re- 
read in the light of work done during the past fifteen years, but it calls for 
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one or two remarks. The first concerns Ariés’s evaluation of the role of 
milieus of “the robe”—magistrates and officials—in the development of 
a genuinely historical curiosity turned to a search for and interpretation 
of documents. Thanks to the books of George Huppert and Donald Kel- 
ley, we now have a better appreciation of the importance of the history 
written by such men of law. Its high point was not in the early seventeenth 
century but before, in the last third of the sixteenth, between 1560, the 
year of the publication of Etienne Pasquier’s Recherches de la France, and 
1599, the year La Popeliniére’s Idée de ’histoire accomplie appeared, or 
perhaps 1604, the date of the latter’s Histoire des histoires. With such 
men, as with others Ariés does not mention (Jean Bodin, Louis Le Roy, 
Nicolas Vignier), a new practice of history resulted from a novel merging 
of the antiquarians’ demand for an erudition based on the collection of 
archives and on philological knowledge; the establishment of a close con- 
nection between law and history, both understood from the perspective 
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of a fundamental historicism; and the project for a “new,” “perfect,” and 
“accomplished” history aiming, for each people under consideration, at 
a rational comprehension of all human activities—what La Popeliniere 
called “the representation of everything.”2° 

From this perspective, then, the erudition of men of “the robe” in the 
early seventeenth century was not the starting point of a renewal of his- 
torical knowledge but, to the contrary, the trace of an alliance, by then 
dissolved, that once linked the rigors of the critical method and the de- 
sign for a universal history capable of explaining societies in their entirety 
and in their becoming. Admittedly, Duchesne, Godefroy, Peiresc, and 
later Du Cange and the Benedictines of Saint-Maur went back to the eru- 
dite tradition, but they turned it to the publication of texts, to monu- 
mental collections, and to dictionaries rather than to history itself, which 
was left to compilers and men of letters. The contrast Ariés recognizes be- 
tween narrative history and historical erudition thus existed in the sev- 
enteenth century, but it should be understood as the result of a dissocia- 
tion of elements put together during the last third of the sixteenth century 
by historians formed in the municipal colléges and the newly revived law 
faculties, all of them lawyers or officeholders, men of the law interested 
in viewing together the history of humanity and the history of the nation. 

A second remark concerning Philippe Ariés’s evaluations relates to the 
opposition he sets up between erudition and the history of France in the 
classical age. It is clear that the authors of general histories of France were 
not unaware of the works of erudition, citing and making use of collec- 
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tions of ancient and medieval texts, chronicles and old memoirs, and the 
research of antiquarian scholars from Etienne Pasquier to Théodore 
Godefroy. After 1650 the repertory of references opens to include new ti- 
tles: the new collections of documents of such scholars as Duchesne, 
Dom d’Achery, and Baluze; the studies of the libertine scholars of the first 
half of the century (Pierre Dupuy, Gabriel Naudé, Pierre Petau); and the 
works of the Saint-Maur group under the leadership of Mabillon.?! 
Moreover, the project of some of the historians who wrote a history of 
France in the seventeenth century is not all that far from the intentions of 
the champions of the “new” history of the sixteenth. Mézeray, for exam- 
ple, devotes a portion of each of his chapters to the mores and customs 
of the peoples and times he treats.22 Even when it was organized by reigns 
and totally guided by the destiny of the monarchy, general history did not 
completely forget the preoccupations of the antiquarians and the “eru- 
dites.” After all, the same Mézeray, who was no stranger to the learned 
discussions that took place in the library of the Dupuy brothers, wrote a 
Dictionnaire historique, géograpbique, étymologique, particuliérement 
pour l’histoire de France et pour la langue francaise, unpublished during 
his lifetime. Thus it is perhaps wiser not to overemphasize the cleavage 
between the two forms of history that Philippe Ariés identifies, which are 
less foreign to one another than might be thought, given that the more 
literary variety was well aware of the more erudite. 

A grasp of why the distance between the two nonetheless seems so 
great leads us to a point Ariés underestimates—the enrollment of history 
in the service of monarchic glory and the exaltation of the prince. His in- 
terest in liberating the history he wanted to write from the weight of the 
state and the primacy of the political led him to downplay the effects of 
royal patronage and the direction of letters on the history produced during 
the seventeenth century. The division between “erudites” and historians 
did not reside only in a difference of manner and method but referred to 
two functions that were very differently recognized by the monarch: 
whereas the first, even when they benefited from royal gratifications, re- 
mained outside the enterprise of celebration of the king and the dynasty, 
the second, whether or not they held the posts of historiographers of the 
king or historiographers of France, participated very directly in fashion- 
ing the glory of the reigning sovereign by writing the history of the reigns 
of his predecessors and relating his own history.2? Hence—and necessar- 
ily—the central position of the king, who was ultimately the unique ob- 
ject of a discourse always calculated to persuade the spectator of the 
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grandeur of the prince and the absolute power of sovereigns. “The his- 
tory of a Kingdom or a Nation has as its object the Prince and the State; 
there is, so to speak, the center to which everything must tend and re- 
late.” This statement of Father Gabriel Daniel, given in the preface of his 
Histoire de France (1713), echoes a remark that Pellisson had made forty 
years earlier: “The King must be praised everywhere, but, so to speak, 
without praise.”24 All the histories of France of the seventeenth century 
responded to that program, each in its own way, whether or not they 
were directly commissioned or sponsored by the state; by that token, they 
conformed to the demands of the sovereign power. 


Friendship with history. Philippe Ariés says somewhere 
in Le temps de [histoire that by rejecting that friendship, the conservative 
societies of the twentieth century closed themselves within their own val- 
ues, denied other traditions, and eventually dried up because of their in- 
ability to grasp the diversity of their world. It is because he was curious 
about differences and eager to understand what was outside his own cul- 
ture—that of his times and that of his milieu—that Philippe Ariés was 
able to escape that futile retreat into timeworn certitudes. This is perhaps 
the most forceful lesson of this book that says there is no identity with- 
out confrontation, no living tradition without experiencing today, no in- 
telligence of the present without comprehension of the discontinuities of 
history. Philippe Ariés’s entire life and his lifework were dominated by the 
small number of ideas he formulated in a slim collection published in 
Monaco in 1954, the ideas of a man who truly felt a great friendship with 
history. 
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